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"To take someone's ideas seriously enough to challenge them is a significant 

. form of respect. It builds communities where controversy stimulates thought 

instead of enmity; where the clash of ideas leads not to victory for one party 

but to new questions and new answers for everyone." 

John Nicholls (1989, p.i) 
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Abstract 

Abstract 

Physical education (PE) represents one of the most important physical 

settings in which to study motivational processes due to its uniqueness in including 

all young people with a wide range of physical abilities. Moreover, positive 

experiences in school PE are thought likely to enhance lifelong physical activity, 

giving PE an important role in influencing young people's involvement in physical 

, activity both within and beyond the school curriculum. However, there is 
" I . 

increasing concern over the physical activity levels of young people today, and 

understanding the changes in pupil's motivational processes during the time when 

they appear most at risk of declining levels of physical activity, may help 

researchers and physical educators intervene to offset the decline. Using Elliot's 

Hierarchical Model of Approach and A voidance Achievement Motivation (EIliot, , 

1999; ElIiot & Church, 1997) as a theoretical basis, the purpose of this thesis was to 

examine pupil's approach-avoidance goal adoption in PE. Moreover, it was to 

determine the temporal pattern of approach-avoidance goals and the predictive 

utility of key antecedents, namely perceptions of competence and implicit theories 

of ability to these temporal patterns. 

Study 1 followed pupils across the primary to secondary school transition 

and examined their approach-avoidan,ce goals, implicit theories of ability and 

perceptions of competence prior to the transition and throughout Year 7 of 

secondary school. On the whole, the changes appeared to be suggestive of less 

adaptive motivationaf profiles, i.e., lower incremental beliefs, competence 

perceptions and mastery-approach (MAp) goal stnving. Competence perceptions 

and implicit theories of ability differed in their predictive utility of initial status and 

rate of change in approach-avoidance goal adoption.· The effects of perceived 

competence appeared to be stronger in Year 6 of primary school while the effects of 

implicit theories of ability were more apparent in Year 7 of secondary school. 

Furthermore, in Year 6 of primary school, boys exhibited a more adaptive 

motivational profile than girls which remained throughout Year 7 of secondary 

school. 

Study 2a examined approach-avoidance goals, implicit theories of ability 

and perceptions of competence in pupils in Years 7, 8 and 9 of secondary school. 

Pupils completed measures on four occasions over a 9 month period. Goals and 
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Abstract 

perceptions were tapped in relation to PE 'in general'. MAp, mastery-avoidance 

(MAv) and performance-avoidance (PAv) goals exhibited a linear decline over time, 

whereas performance-approach (PAp) goals showed no significant change. 

Theoretical propositions regarding the antecedents of approach-avoidance goal 

adoption were supported. Year group was found to moderate a number of these 

antecedent ...... goal relationships. Results suggest that Year 7 is a critical time for 

adolescents' motivation in school PE. 

Study 2b determined the influence of implicit theories of ability and 

competence perceptions on changes in approach-avoidance goal adoption in two 

specific activities in the PE curriculum. In both tennis and cricket, differences 
, 

between pupils were more likely than differences between classes to account for 

changes in implicit theories, perceptions of competence and approach-avoidance 

goals over the course of a unit of work. Controlling for prior approach-avoidance 

goal adoption, 'incremental beliefs predicted change in MAp goal adoption and 

perceptions of competence predicted change in PAp goal adoption over the unit of 

work in both tennis and cricket. Differences in the predictive pattern of antecedents 

to changes in goal adoption emerged between activities. 

The final study (study 3) provided a more-fine grained analysis of normative 

achievement goal adoption in specific activities in PE by differentiating between 

approach-avoidance and appearance-competition performance goals. Confirmatory 

factor analysis suppor:ted th~ delineation off our performance goals. }n line with the 

Hierarchical Model of Approach and Avoidance Achievement Motivation, partial 

support for the mediating role of performance goals was observed, but entity beliefs 

and perceptions of a performance climate' each exerted a direct positive effect on 

self-handicapping in PE. The addition of the appearance-competition distinction to 

performance approach-avoidance goals revealed differences in the direction and 

magnitude of the antecedent ...... goal and goal ...... outcome relationships. 

The results of these four studies contained within the present thesis provide 

interesting insights into pupils' approach~avoidance motivation in PE at both the 

contextual and activity specific level. The changes in pupils' motivation, on the 

whole, are indicative of less adaptive motivational profiles as they progress through 

their school career. Implicit theories of ability and competence perceptions appear 

to play a role in offsetting this decline but future research endeavours should 

continue to pursue longitudinal research to identify other key predictors of within-
I ' ' , 
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and between-pupil change. This will ensure that achievement motivation research 

in . the PE context is well placed to help educators promote more adaptive 

motivational processes and outcomes that sustain participation in physical activity. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Chapter I : Introduction 

Achievement motivation has been the focus of much research interest within 

both the educational and sport and exercise psychology areas. This has resulted in 

an extensive literature which details the key antecedents of, and consequences 

arising from, pursuing different achievement strivings. The popularity of this topic 

stems from a fundamental interest that humans have in. understanding their 

behaviour and more particularly their behaviour in challenging situations. 

Achievement motivation focuses on understanding the processes and consequences 

associated with competence-relevant behaviour (Elliot, 1997; Roberts, 1992,2001). 

The importance of this behaviour is shoWn through its impact on our achievements 

in both our educational and sporting lives. 

The demonstration of competence has been identified as one of an 

individual's basic psychological needs (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Individuals seek to 

satisfy this need by experiencing mastery or effectance in everything they do. One 

way in which this can be achieved is through participation in achievement 

situations. The extant achievement motivation literature has identified a number of 

features which characterise an achievement situation. These include the opportunity 

for one's performance to be evaluated or skill acquisition to occur, there is 

competition with one's self or others, a standard of competence is imposed, and the 

tasks in the situation are inherently challenging to the individual (Maehr, 1974). In 

these situations, the driving force for an individual's behaviour is to demonstrate 

their competence or to avoid demonstrating incompetence (Dweck, 1986; Nicholls, 

1989). We frequently encounter achievement situations throughout our lives but 

our participation in educational and physical achievement situations often occurs at 

an early age and involves little choice. Given the contribution of our experiences in 

these two domains to the quality of our future lives; (i.e., the influence of our school 

qualifications on the opportunities to develop the career of our choice and the 

influence of our physical skills on our choice to include physical activity as part of 

our lifestyle), understanding how individuals cognitively process these situations 

and the influence it has on their affect and behaviour is important. 



Chapter I: Introduction 

Across the two key areas in which achievement motivation has been studied, 

there is on~ context which bridges the literatures and provides a· unique setting in 

which to examine achievement motivation. Physical Education (PE) satisfies all the 

criteria in the extant literature f0f classification as an achievement situation and 

amalgamates the positive and negative elements of educational and physical 

achievement situations into one, single achievement setting. PE is· underpinned by 

educational values that promote learning and improvement and the importance of 

hard work and effort to achieving success, but at the same time it involves physical 

activities which are inherently perceived in a competitive sense due to the way 

sports are incorporated Into our lives and society in general. Unlike the educational 

. domain, in which an individual can, to a certain extent, hide their level of 

intelligence in a class, physical competence in PE is salient, and can be easily and 

regularly evaluated by the self and others against a standard of excellence. For 

example, a pupil in a maths lesson who does not know an answer may be able to ask 

a friend or look in the back of the textbook to get the answer without evaluation 

from pupils in the class or the teacher. However, in a basketball lesson, the pupil 

who lacks the hand-eye coordination to control a basketball dribble will often be 

seen chasing after the ball to retrieve it. It is obvious to everyone in the lesson, both 

the teacher and pupils, that this pupil is unable to perform the skill, while others 

may be completing the task with ease. 

Perhaps of most importance though, and a claim that no other physical 

context can make, is the ability of PE to encapsulate all young people. Participation 

in school PE programmes is compulsory until age 16, giving PE an important role in 

influencing young people's attitudes towards physical activity and their 

participation beyond school (Biddle, 2001; Duda, 2001; Hagger, Chatzisarantis, 

Culverhouse & Biddle, 2003). Given the reported decline in young people's 

physical activity participation during the adolescent years (Pratt, Macera & Blanton, 

1999) and the awareness of increasing sedentary behaviours among youth, coupled 

with rising juvenile obesity (Biddle, Sallis & CaviIl, 1998), PE and pupil's 

motivation for physical activity is under scrutiny. In addition, the all too frequent 

citing of 'bad' experiences of school PE as a reason for inactivity, and failure of 

young people to understand the importance of leading physically active lifestyles 

beyond the school curriculum, highlights the need to better understand motivation 

and behaviour in the PE context. 
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. ~ 

One perspective which enables researchers. to understand motivation and 

behaviour in achievement settings is the achievement goal approach (Ames, 1984; 

Dweck, 1986, 1990; Maehr, 1983; Nicholls, 1984, 1989). In these early 

approaches, competence, as implied by an individual's definition of success in 

achievement situations, is central to the definition of the achievement goal 

construct. An individual's cognitive representation (achievement goal) of the 

definition for success/competence reflects a qualitative description of their 

motivational regulation, which influences their experiences of, motivation towards, 

and behaviour in the achievement setting. Furthermore, considering the salience of 

competence in PE and that pupils are engaged in a PE curriculum from Year I to 

Year II of their school career, the issue of change in motivational regulation in PE 

is pertinent. However, there is little longitudinal evidence that speaks to the 

patterns of change in the motivational processes of pupils in the PE context during 

these school years. 

The continued interest in achievement motivation in both the educational 

and physical domains has recently been fuelled by theoretical developments 

outlined in the work of Andrew Elliot and colleagues (Elliot, 1999,2005; Elliot & 

Church, 1997; Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996; Elliot & McGregor, 2001). These have 

provided a new focus for research on achievement motivation and have opened up 

avenues for discussion. Elliot argues that these developments provide a more 

comprehensive framework for understanding achievement behaviour than that 

offered in early achievement goal approaches (Dweck, 1986, 1990; Nicholls, 1989). 

Research in the educational domain has embraced Elliot's developments, however 

the contribution of approach-avoidance motivation to a greater understanding of 

achievement behaviour in the physical domain remains to be determined. The 

purpose of the research in this thesis was to provide an in-depth investigation of 

approach-avoidance motivation in the PE context through examining the temporal 

patterns of, and key predictors of, approach-avoidance goal adoption over time. 

3 
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Review of Literature 

Chapter 2: Review of Literature 

The early research interest in achievement motivation focused on the 

influence of global motive dispositions on achievement behaviour (Atkinson, 1957; 

Lewin, Dembo, Festinger & Sears, 1944; McClelland, Atkinson, Clark & Lowell, . , 

1953). Achievement motivation was viewed as a stable personality trait that was 

derived from two independent achievement strivings, one towards success (need for 

achievement) and one away from failure (fear of failure). It was proposed that the 

strength of these achievement-relevant motives influenced an individual's behaviour 

in competitive achievement situations. This view of achievement motivation, 

however, was criticised as underestimating the importance of situational and 

cultural factors in determining motivated behaviour (Maehr, 1974). Consequently, 

it was proposed that motivated behaviour resulted from the need to achieve rational, 

cognitive goals, which resulted in the development of the a~hievement goal 

approaches (Ames, 1984; Dweck, 1986, 1990; Maehr, 1983; Nicholls, 1984, 1989). 

These approaches have provided the theoretical basis for the majority of recent 

research interest in achievement motivation. 

Achievement goal approaches viewed achievement motivation in terms of 

situation-specific, process-oriented variables (achievement goals), rather than global 

motive dispositions (Ames, 1984; Dweck, 1986, 1990; Maehr, 1983; Nicholls, 

1984, 1989). In these early approaches, achievement goals define the criteria an 

individual us~s to judge their competence or success in an achievement situation . 

. As such, they provide a qualitative description of an individual's achievement 

motivation. In the extant literature, two models emerged, both of which incorporate 

the achievement goal construct, Achievement Goal Theory (Nicholls, 1984, 1989) 

and The Achievement Motivation Model (Dweck, 1986, 1990; Dweck & Leggett, 

1988): Each model identifies two types of achievement goals, "task and ego" or 

"m~stery and performance" respectively, which are conceptually similar enough to 

allow a mastery-performance dichotomy to exist (Ames & Archer, 1987)1. 

I For the purpose of this review the terms mastery and performance will be used throughout, except 
for the section on the development of Achievement Goal Theory. Mastery and performance are to be 
consistent with the terminology ofElliot's work which forms the theoretical basis ofthis thesis. 

4 



Chapter 2: Review of Literature 

In both the educational and physical domains, Achievement Goal Theory 

(Nicholls, 1984, 1989) has been the prominent theoretical perspective in the. 

research conducted on achievement motivation. It stemmed from work on 

conceptions 0 f ability and the assumption that there are at least two different ways 

in which individuals can construe ability. . These two conceptions of ability, 

undifferentiated and. differentiated, essentially allow the' delineation of two 

achievement goals, task and ~go respectively .. The two goals reflect the way in' 

which success and competence are defined and affect the criteria individuals use to 

judge their competence in achievement situations .. Achievement Goal Theory has 

the evaluation of ability as the central' component. and proposes that the 

demonstration of competence underpins an individual's behaviour in an 

. achievement situation. Achievement goals can be understood in terms of the 

conception of ability adopted (Nicholls, 1989). 

The undifferentiated conception of ability is concerned with mastery, 

personal progress and effort. Effort and ability are viewed as covarying, in that 

ability is in effect equated with learning/mastery through effort. The harder an 

individual tries at an activity and the more effort they expend, the more competent 

they feel and the higher the level of ability implied. On the other hand, the 

differentiated conception of ability separates ability from effort, in that ability is 

viewed as a capacity that limits performance despite the effort given. This is 

considered to be the more mature conception of ability, and from approximately 12 .' 

years of age, individuals are capable of using the conception of ability as a fixed 

capacity. In contrast to the undifferentiated conception of ability, perceptions of 

competence do not arise from learning or task mastery. The individual infers their 

ability from normative judgements of task difficulty, the ability of others and from 

an interpersonal evaluation of performance and effort expenditure .. The controlling 

of effort expenditure and monitoring of others' effort expenditure is important for 

inferences of high ability. High ability is inferred when individuals' effort is 

equivalent and optimal, that is they outperform others with the same effort 

expenditure or they perform the same as others with less effort. 
, 

Adults and adolescents, who are past the age where the differentiated 

conception develops, are capable of using both the undifferentiated and 

differentiated conceptions of ability (Jagacinski & Nicholls, 1984). The conception 

of ability employed in an achievement situation depends on an individual's goal and 

5 
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their definitions of success for that situation. When behaviour in achievement 

situations seeks to demonstrate competence in the undifferentiated sense (Le., 

personal progress and mastery) this is referred to as task involvement. 

Alternatively, when behaviour in achievement situations seeks to demonstrate 

competence in the differentiated sense (i.e., higher ability than others) this is 

referred to as ego involvement. 

In her work in the educational domain on helplessness and attributional 

patterns after failure, Carol Dweck also delineated two achievement goals, termed 

mastery and performance. Dweck and her colleagues used achievement goals to 

help explain why some children in their research exhibited a helpless pattern and 

others a mastery pattern in response to failure (Dweck, 1986, 1990, 1999; Dweck & 

Elliot, 1983; Elliot & Dweck, 1988). They argued that these responses were 

influenced by whether the child was oriented towards proving their ability to others 

and gaining favourable judgements of their ability (performance goal) or towards 

improving their ability (mastery goal). Regardless of which dichotomous 

achievement goal approach is being examined, individuals who pursue a 

performance goal are concerned with demonstrating their ability relative to others. 

These individuals use other-referenced perceptions of competence and believe 

success is achieved through using deceptive strategies, having high ability and 

impressing the right people (Duda, Fox, Biddle & Armstrong, 1992; Duda & 

Nicholls, 1992). Performance-oriented individuals focus on social comparison, 

normative success and outperforming others. Competence perceptions are formed 

in relation to what others can and cannot do. On the other hand, individuals who 

pursue a mastery goal are focused on developing their· ability and use self

referenced perceptions of competence. These individuals believe success is 

achieved through hard work and effort and they have a concern for the mastery of 

tasks; They focus on learning and personal improvement and use these as the basis 

for judging their competence. Mastery-oriented i~dividuals form competence 

perceptions in relation to what they can and cannot do based on self-improvement. 

However, the two achievement goals in the dichotomous approaches focus 

exclusively on approach achievement behaviour, Le., to demonstrate or develop 

competence. As such, they ignore an essential part of the objective of achievement 

behaviour which is to avoid incompetence. It was therefore proposed that. 

integrating the early global motive approach with the achievement goal approach 
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may provide a more comprehensive account of achievement behaviour. "The 

optimal evolutionary path for the achievement motivation literature is one of 

intellectual cooperation between the two (approaches), rather than competition, a 

move toward integration, rather than isolation" (EIliot, 1997 p.l54). This 

. suggestion reflects the fundamental idea behind the work of Andrew Elliot and 

colleagues in developing the Hierarchical Model of Approach and Avoidance 

Achievement Motivation (Elliot, 1997, 1999; ElIiot & Church, 1997; ElIiot & 

Harackiewicz, 1996; Elliot & McGregor, 200 I). 

The Hierarchical Model of Approach and Avoidance Achievement 

Motivation represents a theoretical framework to account for the objective of 

achievement behaviour which is to not only demonstrate competence but also to 

avoid demonstrating incompetence (Dweck, 1986; Nicholls, 1989). Within this 

model (see Figure 2.1), three distinct components are identified, antecedents of 

achievement goal adoption, the achievement goals themselves and achievement

relevant processes and outcomes. In the model, the antecedents are considered to be 

the distal predictors of achievement-relevant processes and outcomes in that they 

influence behaviour indirectly through. the adopted achievement goals. The 

approach-avoidance goals are incorporated at the centre of the model and are the 

direct regulators of achievement-relevant processes and outcomes. They focus the 

effect of the antecedent towards the outcomes. As such, the antecedents and 

achievement goals perform complementary roles in the model. The energisation for 

self-regulation which explains why an individual engages in an achievement 

situation is derived from the antecedents. The direction for the energy which 

explains how individuals engage in achievement situations is provided by the 

achievement goals. Each aspect of the Hierarchical Model of Approach and 

Avoidance Achieveinent Motivation will be discussed in turn. The discussion will 

begin with achievement goals since they are at the heart of this model. 
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Antecedent variables: 

Competence-based 
(e.g., need to achieve) 

Self-based 
(e.g., self-esteem) 

Relationally-based " 
(e.g., fear of rejection) ~ 

Demographic ~ 

(e.g., sex) 

Environmental 
(e.g., norm-based 

evaluation) 

Neurophysiologi"cal 
predispositions 

(e.g., BIS sensitivity) 

Achievement 
Goals 

Figure 2.1: Achievement goals in the context of the Hierarchical Model of Approach and 
Avoidance Achievement Motivation (Reproduced from Elliot, 1999, p.177). 

Achievement Goals 

Achievement
relevant processes 

and outcomes 

Achievement goals. are the central construct of The Hierarchical Model of 

Approach and A voidance Achievement Motivation. The development of the " 

approach-avoidance goals byElliot and colleagues (EIliot, 1997, 1999; EIliot & 

Harackiewicz, 1996; Elliot & McGregor, 2001) drew from the early achievement 

goal approaches (Dweck, 1986, 1990; Nicholls, 1984, 1989) to provide a more fine

grained analysis of behaviour in achievement situations. The work of Elliot and 

colleagues (Elliot, 1999; 2005; Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996; Elliot & McGregor, 

200 I) places competence at the heart of the achievement goal construct. 

Achievement goals can be delineated in terms of both the definition of competence, 

i.e., the standards that determine if competence is being demonstrated, such as self

referenced (mastery) or other-referenced (performance) and the valence of 

competence, i.e., the direction of focus, such as desiring competence (approach) or 

avoiding incompetence (avoidance). In the first instance, the performance goal 

from the dichotomous framework was bifurcated into approach and avoidance 
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forms and combined with the mastery goal to form the trichotomous achievement 

goal framework (Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996). The bifurcation of the performance 

goal emerged, in part, as a result of the mixed empirical pattern yielded in research 

which, on examination, could be accounted for by attending to the approach

avoidance distinction (see Elliot, 2005; Rawsthome & Elliot, 1999). 

Within the trichotomous framework, three independent achievement goals 

are identified, a mastery goal (MAp), a performance-approach goal (PAp) and a 

performance-avoidance goal (PAv). The conceptualisation of the· mastery goal 

reflects that of the dichotomous achievement goal approaches. As such, it focuses 

on the mastery of tasks and the development of competence and is characterised as 

an approach goal. The PAp goal focuses on demonstrating normative competence, 

and due. to its focus on a potential positive outcome, is also characterised as an 

approach goal.· The P Av goal focuses on· avoiding demonstrating normative 

I ~ incompetence and is conceptualised as an avoidance goal as it characterises self

regulation according to a potential negative outcome. Building from this 

perspective, the addition of a mastery~avoidance goal (MA v) was proposed, thereby 

giving four achievement goals which give a complete representation of the different 

ways in which competence can be construed (Elliot, 1999). This goal was 

incorporated in the 2 x 2 achievement goal framework (see Figure 2.2; Elliot and 

McGregor, 2001) and focuses on avoiding self- or task-referenced incompetence. It 

is characterised as an avoidance goal because of its focus on avoiding a negative 

possibility. 

Valence 

Positive 
(Approaching success) 

Negative 
(Ayoiding failure) 

Definition 

Absolute/intrapersonal Normative 

(Mastery) (Performance) 

Mastery-Approach Performance-Approach 
Goal Goal 

Mastery-Avoidance Performance-Avoidance 
Goal Goal 

. 

Figure 2.2: The 2 x 2 Achievement Goal Framework (Elliot & McGregor, 2001, p.S02). 
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The theoretical propositions of Elliot (Elliot, 1999, 2005) also allow for a 

more refined conceptualisation of achievement soals than that afforded in previous . 

achievement goal approaches (Dweck, 1986, 1990; Nicholls, 1984, 1989). In his 

writing, Elliot conceptualises achievement goals as representing purely the aim of 

achievement behaviour, i.e., to demonstrate/develop competence or to avoid 

demonstrating/developing incompetence. Elliot (1999, 2005) proposes that the 

specific aims of achievement behaviour as. reflected in an individual's achievement 

goal adoption can be underpinned by a host of reasons, which when combined with 

the achievement goal form a "goal complex" (see Elliot & Thrash, 2001). It is this 

. goal complex that provides the greatest. understanding of an individual's 

motivational regulation by precisely accounting for both the energisation of, and 

direction of achievement behaviour. Indeed, the concept of a goal complex is 

present within the work of Dweck and specifically in The Achievement Motivation 

Model. For example, behaviour in an achievement situation is underpinned by a 

belief about the stability or malleability of ability (the antecedent) which combines 

with the achievement goal to determine whether the individual is focused on 

proving or improving their ability (the aim). 

Furthermore, with respect to performance goals, another. key distinction 

exists in the literature, that of appearance and competition concerns (Elliot, 1999; 

Urdan, 2000). It is argued that these two elements of performance goals can have 

different effects on motivation and behaviour in achievement situations. 

Appearance concerns focus the individual on wanting to appear com petent to others 

or wanting to avoid appearing incompetent to others. As such, they are argued to be 

potentially detrimental to motivation and achievement by distracting pupils from the 

learning process (Elliot, 1999; Urdan, 2000). On the other hand, competition 

concerns which focus the individual on wanting to be better than others or wanting 

to avoid being worse than others may be beneficial to motivation and achievement. 

In order to satisfy this goal striving, these concerns may encourage individuals to 

exert effort and perseverance towards' tasks which consequently bring about 

increases in competence and higher levels of achievement. 

In the literature, appearance and competition concerns have been reflected in 

terms of the reasons for achievement behaviour and within the measurement of the 

achievement goal construct themselves (Elliot, 2005; Urdan & Mestas, 2006). The 

application to the performance goal construct itself creates a more specific aim of 
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achievement behaviour (ElIiot & Thrash, 200 I). Within the extant achievement 

motivation literature, the appearance-competition distinction has been confounded 

in the measurement and manipulation of performance goals (see ElIiot, 2005 for a 

discussion). This has occurred between goals of a different valence, Le., PAp 

versus PAv, and within the same goal. As such, the performance goals measured 

and manipulated may reflect similar, yet distinct aims, Le., striving to do better than 

others (approach-competition) is a different aim to striving to appear competent to 

others (approach-appearance). Each aim may stem from different underpinnings 

that then have differential effects on the cognitions, affect and behaviour of 

individuals in achievement situations. 

Antecedents 

As shown in Figure 2.1, Elliot (1999) classifies the antecedents of 

achievement goal adoption into a number of categories. Within each category are a 

range of variables which are thought to differentially predict approach-avoidance 

achievement goal adoption. These include for example self-esteem, need for 

affiliation, fear of rejection, gender and ethnicity. A closer examination of the 

variables within each of the categories reveals several that have strong roots in the 

extant achievement motivation 'literature. For example, included among the 

competence-based variables are the global motive dispositions of need for 

achievement and fear of failure (Atkinson, 1957; Lewin et aI., 1944; McClelland et 

aI., .1953), implicit theories of ability, from the work of Dweck and colleagues 

(Dweck, 1986, 1990; Dweck & Leggett, 1988) and competence perceptions which 

are a key feature of the early achievement goal approaches (Dweck, 1986, 1990; 

Nicholls, 1989). A final example is seen in the environmental variables category 

which includes perceptions of the motivational climate (Ames; 1992b). 

Global Motive Dispositions 

The global motive dispositions2 of need for achievement and fear of failure 

are incorporated into the Hierarchical Model of Approach and Avoidance 

Achievement Motivation as antecedents of achievement goal adoption. These two 

2 In their work, Elliot and colleagues refer to the global motive dispositions as competence-relevant 
motives. This term will be used from this point onwards. 
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competence-relevant motives are proposed to differentially orient individuals 

towards the adoption of approach and avoidance achievement goals. Need for 

achievement orients individuals towards the possibility of success and as such can 

lead to the adoption of both MAp and PAp goals. On the other hand, fear of failure 

orients individuals towards the negative possibility of avoiding failure and can lead 

to the adoption of both MAv and PAv goals. Moreover, fear failure can also 

underpin the adoption of PAp goals. As a result of this pattern of relationships, 

MAp, MA v and PAv goals are argued to be relatively pure forms of motivational 

regulation. They are underpinned by a single competence-relevant motive which is 

congruent with the valence of the goal. In contrast, PAp goals can depict either an 

approach or avoidance tendency as they are underpinned by either or both need for 

achievement and fear of failure. In this sense, PAp goals represent.a more complex 

motivational regulation which can be influenced by the perception of the nature of 

the achievement situation. PAp goals depict an approach tendency when need for 

achievement is activated due to the individual perceiving the achievement situation 

as challenging and that there is the chance of success with little chance of failure. 

However, the goal depicts an avoidance tendency when fear of failure is activated 

due to the individual perceiving that there is a high chance of failure and little 

chance of success in the situation. When the individual perceives that success and 

failure are equally likely in a situation, both competence-relevant 'inotives are 

activated and the PAp goal depicts a combination of both approach and avoidance 

tendencies (Blliot & Church, 1997; ElIiot & Harackiewicz, 1996). 

Implicit Theories of Ability 

After identifying that the mastery and helpless responses of children in 

achievement situations could be explained by the goal the child was pursuing, 

Dweck and her colleagues turned their attention to understanding why individuals in 

the same situation would adopt different achievement goals. Research indicated 

that the goal of an individual could be predicted by their "theory of intelligence,,3 

. (Dweck & Bempechat, 1983; Dweck, Tenney & Dinces, 1982 cited in Dweck & 

Leggett, 1988). Two implicit theories, "incremental" and "entity" were identified 

and individuals can adopt either of these theories in an achievement situation. 

3 Implicit Theories of Intelligence have since become known as ImpliCit Theories of Ability. This 
term will be used from this point onwards. 
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According to Dweck (1999), individuals utilise a "meaning system" approach when 

attempting to understand their world and organise their experiences. They develop 

beliefs about themselves, or self-theories, which can influence. their cognitive, 

affective and behavioural responses in a situation. Self-theories create an individual 

framework for understanding achievement and analysing and interpreting human 

actions. These self~theories fonn part of an individual's "implicit theory" about the 

stability or malleability of intelligence and human attributes and behaviours more 

widely. 

Initially, research extensively examined implicit theories in the educational 

domain with regard to the effect of children's views about the stability or 

malleability of their intelligence on educational achievement (see Dweck, 1999; 

Dweck, Chiu & Hong, 1995b; Dweck & Leggett, 1988). However, more recently 

research has examined implicit theories in terms of interpersonal relationships, 

personality, social judgement, stereotyping, monility and physical ability (Biddle, 

... Wang, Chatzisarantis & Spray, 2003; Dweck, Chiu & Hong, 1995a; Franiuk, Cohen 

& Pomerantz, 2002; Sarrazin et aI., 1996; Spinath, Spinath, Riemann & Angleitner, 

2003). This research has supported the existence of the two implicit theories. The 

endorsement of incremental beliefs leads individuals to view personal attributes and 

behaviours as being malleable, controllable qualities that are increasable through 

learning. On the other hand, the endorsement of entity beliefs leads individuals to 

view personal attributes and behaviours as a fixed, stable capacity (quantity) that 

cannot be improved. Individuals are described as incremental theorists or entity 

theorists. depending on which view of human attributes and behaviours they 

endorse. 

The endorsement of one theory over the other has potentially important 

consequences for the individual as the theories are viewed as alternative ways of 

constructing reality. As such, each theory creates an individual framework within 

which people interpret, understand, judge and react to events and actions. However, 

the effect of the theories on the individual is essentially a result of their links to. 

associated structures, namely achievement goals and attributions and not the 

implicit theory per se (Dweck et aI., 1995b). The Achievement Motivation Model 

(Figure 2.3) elucidates the links between implicit theories of ability, achievement 

goal adoption and subsequent behavioural patterns in an achievement situation. 

Achievement goals are the central construct of the model but it is the implicit 
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Theory of Goal Perceived Behaviour 
Intelligence Orientation Present Pattern 

Ability 
Entity Performance Mastery oriented 

(Intelligence is - (Goal is to gain positive - High ~ (Seek challenge; 
fixed) judgements! avoid high persistence) 

negative judgements of - Low 
_. 

Helpless 
competence) (Avoid challenge; 

low persistence) 

Incremental Learning High Mastery oriented 
(Intelligence is - (Goal is to increase . . - or - (Seek challenge that 

malleable) competence) Low fosters learning; 
high persistence) 

Figure 2.3: Theories, Goals and Behaviour Patterns in Achievement Situations (Dweck & 
LeggeU, 1988, p.259). 

theories of ability, through their different processing frameworks, which create an 

emphasis on different goals, and thus influence which achievement goal will be 

adopted. The endorsement of incremental beliefs is proposed to lead to the adoption 

of mastery goals and focus the individual on improving their ability. On the other 

hand, the endorsement of entity beliefs is proposed to lead to the adoption of 

performance goals and focus the individual on proving their ability. 

Interestingly, theoretical propositions predict that in 'an achievement 

situation the endorsement of different beliefs and the subsequent adoption of 

different achievement goals will result in greater differences 'in motivational 

outcomes when under conditions of failure (Dweck, 1999). As a result of the links 

with associated structures, the motivational outcomes are mor~ negative for 

individuals endorsing entity beliefs compared to individuals endorsing incremental 

beliefs. The endorsement of entity beliefs in combination with the adoption of a 

performance goal leads the individual to perceive their ability "to be an important 

and permanent personal attribute" (Dweck & Leggett, 1988, p.264). Consequently, 

when these individuals encounter failure they regard it as an indicator that their 

future ability will be inadequate. This leads them to doubt their ability and is likely 

to result in negative motivational consequences. In contrast, individuals who 

endorse incremental beliefs. and encounter failure view it as indicating that their 

current ability level is inadequate. These individuals' belief that they will improve 

their current ability level is likely to lead to positive motivational consequences. 
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The inclusion of implicit theories of ability in the approach-avoidance 

achievement goal approach (Elliot, 1999) proposes that the predictive pattern of 

implicit theories of ability to approach-avoidance achievement goals is associated 

with the definition of the goal (mastery or perfonnance). Theoretical propositions 

(Elliot, 1999, 2005) suggest that incremental beliefs are associated with MAp and 

MA v goal adoption whereas entity beliefs are associated with the adoption of PAp 

and P A v goals. These. associations reflect the congruence between the aim of 

achievement behaviour (the adopted achievement goal), and the, individual's view 

about the malleability or stability of ability. Within an achievement situation, 

individuals who endorse. entity beliefs will be more likely to adopt goals which 

allow them to gain favourable judgements of their ability and show that their fixed 

amount of ability is adequate. The pursuit of perfonnance goals allows these 

individuals to document how much ability they have in relation to others. As such, 

entity beliefs may promote a concern with striving to demonstrate nonnative 

competence (PAp) or avoid nonnative incompetence (PAv). On the other hand, 

individuals who endorse incremental beliefs will be more likely to adopt goals 

which allow them to improve their ability. Adopting goals which focus on self

improvement and task mastery allow these individuals to develop their ability. As 

such, the endorsement of incremental beliefs may promote a concern with striving 

to develop self- and task-referenced competence (MAp) or avoid self- and task

referenced incompetence (MAv). 

Perceptions o/Competence 

Perceptions of competence are a key feature of the dichotomous 

achievement goal approaches (Dweck, 1990; Nicholls, 1989) and have been a 

prominent aspect in research utilising these approaches (Roberts, 1984, 200 I). In 

these approaches, how individuals define success/competence in achievement 

situations, i.e., self- or nonn-referenced, detennines the criteria which individuals 

use to make judgements about their level of competence. Indeed, how individuals 

construe their level of ability influences the quality of their experiences in an 

achievement situation (Dweck, 1990; Nicholls, 1989). This is particularly true for. 

individuals who define success/competence in nonn-referenced tenns as perceptions 

of competence are argued, in these approaches, to. moderate. the influence of 

perfonnance goals on individuals' cognitive, affective and behavioural outcomes. 
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High perceptions of competence are thought to result in adaptive motivational 

patterns, while low perceptions of competence are thought to lead to maladaptive 

motivational patterns. 

However, the contemporary achievement goal approach (Elliot, 1999) 

proposes an alternative perspective, with perceptions of competence being viewed 

as an antecedent of achievement goal adoption. The predictive pattern of 

perceptions of competence is associated with the valence of the achievement goal, 

leading high and low perceptions to differentially orient individuals towards 

adopting approach or avoidance goals. High perceptions of competence are 

associated with the adoption of MAp and PAp goals, while low perceptions of 

competence are associated with the adoption of MAv and P Av goals (Elliot, 1999, 

2005). Furthermore, in his theorising, Elliot (1999, 2005) distinguishes three 

standards, absolute, intrapersonal and interpersonal, by which competence can be 

defined and used as criteria to evaluate whether competence is attained.· The 

absolute standard defines competence in relation to whether a task or activity is 

mastered (mastery-referenced competence). The intrapersonal standard defines 

competence in relation to one's own previous or future level of attainment (self

referenced competence). Finally, the interpersonal standard defines competence in 

relation. to the performance of others. (norm-referenced competence). This 

differentiation of competence complements research on frames of reference in the 

formation of an academic self-concept (see Marsh, 1986; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 

2002, 2004). This literature suggests that pupils use multiple frames of reference 

when making their self-judgements. These are broadly classified into internal and 

external frames of reference (Marsh, 1986). Elliot's norm-referenced perceptions 

would fit into the external frames of reference category which refers to comparisons 

made between one's own performance and that of others. The self-referenced and 

mastery-referenced perceptions would fit into the internal frames of reference 

category which refers to comparisons about one's own ability level in different 

domains. 

Perceptions o/tlte Motivational Climate 

. In the early achievement goal approaches (Dweck, 1986, 1990; Nicholls, 

1989) it was proposed that situational influences, i.e., the characteristics of the 

achievement situation, moderate the effect of dispositional goal orientations in 
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determining achievement goal involvement (Dweck & Leggett, 1988; NichoIls, 

1984, 1989). According to NichoIls, the situational cues through their effects on the 

endorsement of different conceptions of ability will promote the adoption of 

mastery. or performance goals in an achievement situation. Task-based,. self

referenced situations tend to elicit the undifferentiated conception of ability and 

promote the adoption of mastery goals. Competitive testing situations, in which 

evaluation is likely, tend to elicit the differentiated conception of ability and 

promote the adoption of performarice goals (Jagacinski & NichoIls, 1984). 

This assumption about the influence of the environment on achievement 

goal adoption was further extended to incorporate the effects of situational cues, or 

the structure of the learning environment, on pupils' motivation and achievement 

. (Ames, 1992b; Ames & Archer, 1988). Within her work, Ames utilised Epstein's 

(1989) TARGET framework to establish the salient features of the learning 

environment. Using the terminology of Achievement Goal Theory, the six 

structures in the TARGET framework, i.e., task (design of tasks), authority (location 

of decision-making), recognition (use of rewards), grouping (manner and frequency 

of grouping), evaluation (standards for performance) and timing (pace of learning), 

allowed the cues in the learning environment to be classified, as either mastery or 

performance focused. The terms "mas~ery motivational climate" and "performance 

motivational climate" were used to refer to those learning environments containing 

cues that can be perceived as being either mastery or performance focused 

respectively. How these cues are perceived by the individual can influence their 

achievement goal adoption, with motivational climates being likely to elicit 

achievement goals that are congruent with the perception of the climate. The focus 

on perceptions of the motivational climate reflects that not all pupils will interpret 

the cues in the learning environment in the same way. As such; how the individual 

perceives the motivational climate will influence their motivation and behaviour in 

a lesson. 

In his theorising, Elliot (1999) argues that environmimtal variables such as 

perceptions of the motivational climate can influence achievement goal adoption in 

three different ways. The first suggestion is that climate directly influences the 

individual adoption of speCific achievement goals. The second is that climate 

influences achievement goal adoption indirectly by influencing the activation of the 

motive dispositions, i.e., need to achieve or fear of failure, or by altering an 
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individual's perceptions of competence. Finally, once an antecedent has been 

activated, the characteristics of the environment can channel the effects of an 

antecedent, e.g., need for achievement, fear of failure, entity beliefs, towards the 

adoption of a specific achievement goal, i.e., PAp as opposed to PAv. 

Achievement-Relevant Processes and Outcomes 

The final aspect of the model presented in Figure 2.1 refers to the processes 

and outcomes experienced by individuals in achievement situations. According to 

EIliot (1999), achievement goals are the proximal predictors of achievement 

outcomes.·· As such he elucidates differential effects of each achievement goal on 

the cognitive, affective and behavioural processes and outcomes experienced in an 

achievement situation. The identification of a distinct set of processes and 

outcomes for each goal is consistent with the extant literature. Indeed, The 

Achievement Motivation Model was developed from the differences Dweck and 

colleagues observed in children's behavioural patterns in achievement situations. 

The achievement goal an individual adopts will determine whether they exhibit an 

adaptive or maladaptive behavioural pattern (Dweck & Leggett, 1988) .. As shown 

earlier in Figure 2.3, the adoption of a mastery goal will lead to an adaptive mastery 

oriented behaviour pattern being shown, where individuals will seek challenges that ' 

foster learning, will use effective strategies in the face of difficulties, and will show 
< 

high effort and persistence in an achievement situation (Diener & Dweck, 1978, 

1980; Dweck, 1975; Dweck & Reppucci, 1973). The propositions for a 

performance goal are more complex given the inclusion of perceptions of 

. competence as a moderator of their effects on achievement outcomes. If perceived 

competence is judged to be high, the adoption of a performance goal will lead to the' . 

individual exhibiting an adaptive.mastery oriented behaviour pattern, similar to that 

of individuals who adopt a mastery goal. However, if perceived competence is. 

judged to be low, the individual will exhibit a maladaptive helpless behaviour 

pattern. In this case the individual will avoid challenges, show low persistence and 

their performance will. deteriorate on encountering difficulty in an achievement 

situation (Diener & Dweck, 1978, 1980; Dweck, 1975; Dweck & Reppucci, 1973). 

However, unlike The Achievement Motivation Model, the outcomes of 

approach-avoidance goal adoption are not proposed to be dependent on perceptions 
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