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Foreword

he Handbook of Competence and Motivation, edited by Andrew ]. Elliot and Carol S.
TDweck, is intended as a comprehensive resource for researchers and theoreticians on the
broad topic of achievement motivation. The Handbook succeeds admirably in this function.
It draws together a wide range of theoretical and empirical topics brought to life by a group
of world-renowned contributors. Some topics, such as evaluation anxiety and self-regulated
learning, are staples in the achievement motivation tradition, while others, such as govern-
ment and social policy, although having considerable relevance to this classic literature, have
for too long been separated from the mainstream of research. The breadth and reach, as well
as the depth of treatment, of all these topics hold special benefits for the reader. The broad en-
cyclopedic nature of the Handbook will allow readers easily to place their own particular in-
terests in this field firmly in a neighborhood of related research topics and kindred issues.
This will certainly facilitate the kinds of communication among scholars that Elliot and
Dweck hope to encourage. Additionally, the depth of treatment within chapters, particularly
the way contributors place their observations in the context of historical trends, provides
rich, detailed perspectives from which readers can cast up accounts regarding the strides made
in this field over the past half century.

However, beyond being an authoritative compendium, the Handbook is all the more
remarkable for the efforts of Elliot and Dweck to infuse the entire enterprise with a concep-
tual coherence that they rightly observe has been lacking in the achievement motivation
literature. They seek to establish competence as the conceptual core of the achievement
motivation literature, arguing that competence is an innate, pancultural, psychological need
whose recognition can bring an overall coherence to the achievement-related findings from a
diversity of disciplines, including, among others, social-personality psychology, industrial—
organizational psychology, educational psychology, sport psychology, and developmental per-
spectives, all of which are well represented in the Handbook.

The contributors, in their turn, have responded exceedingly well to this invitation to view
their own work through a conceptual lens of competence. A careful reading of the Handbook
from this guiding perspective will provide the reader with a strong sense of the potential,
evolving benefits of seeking a unifying, conceptual coherence within which to frame the field
and an appreciation for the particularly astute choice of competence as the rallying point.
This evaluation is based on several observations.

First, the notion of competence provides the basis for a rapprochement between the need-
based traditions of achievement motivation, arising from the earlier work of Atkinson and
McClelland a half century ago, and contemporary achievement goal work, with its roots in a
cognitive tradition. From a competence perspective, goals can be profitably viewed as con-
scious, social, and cognitively derived manifestations of underlying needs. Goals organize,
control, and direct actions, particularly when they are linked to the satisfaction of basic
needs—in this case, according to Elliot and Dweck, the desire to experience competence and
to avoid experiencing incompetence.

xi
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As these competence needs become thwarted and one’s goals lapse into an avoidance mode,
hopelessness and despair result. The adaptive, clinical, and medical implications of these dy-
namics are taken up by many of the contributors, who explore the potential linkages between
successful and unsuccessful efforts at competence maintenance and feelings of well-being and
illness, respectively. As a group, these investigators point to the unifying value of competence
concerns as a powerful mediator of a range of adaptive and maladaptive responses to life
stresses, as well as to the higher order values of creativity and intrinsic engagement.

Second, the study of self-reference processes has long remained at the periphery of research
on achievement motivation. However, the enormous potential contributions of the study of
self-processes to our understanding of achievement dynamics become illuminated by the oper-
ation of competence needs. For example, self-presentational concerns are likely triggered by
the perennial struggle to maintain a sense of competence and evade feelings of incompetence.
The contributors to the Handbook make clear that self-referent cognitions are not solely acti-
vated by rational, information-seeking considerations, but also serve the higher-order need of
attaining acceptance of self as a competent person. In short, the Handbook, with its focus on
competence concerns, lays the foundation for a rapprochement between the cognitive, ratio-
nal world of the individual and one’s self-protective, defensive tendencies.

Third, this elevation of competence underscores the critical role played by social and cultural
factors in achievement dynamics. Indeed, contributors make the compelling case that compe-
tence is best defined in group contexts, and that any expression of competence is largely a social
event. For example, academic competence in individuals is typically judged by making peer
comparisons of performance, and a reputation for social competence is gained through behav-
ing cooperatively and respecting group norms. Of particular interest here is the question of how
social needs and goals enter into the achievement process. It is at this interface between social
and intellectual competence that contributors have properly focused study, both for the sake of
improving school and classroom performance, and as a window through which researchers can
study the composition and effects of multiple-goal patterns.

At the same time, these contributors have made clear that contemporary thinking has
moved well beyond earlier missteps in which investigators tended to equate cultural differ-
ences in achievement motivation with deficits. It is clear that new, better perspectives are un-
folding, thanks in part to a renewed consideration of notions of competence, and the different
ways it is construed and how its meaning is defined across a variety of cultures.

Fourth, by rallying around the topic of competence, investigators will gain a renewed ap-
preciation for the influential role that contextual factors play in achievement dynamics, as the
contributors have discovered. The rules that govern what counts as successful and failing per-
formances in a given context also determine perceptions of competence and incompetence,
with enormous motivational implications for one’s willingness to continue learning. Of spe-
cial interest here is the variety of contextual rules for defining competence that now beckons
study (beyond the traditional distinctions of norm-based and criterion- or mastery-based
rules), in particular, investigating the nature of competence-based mechanisms that operate in
the pursuit of personal interests, pastimes, and hobbies. Personal interests are not simply the
product of performing well at something, but of defining competence in terms of surpassing
one’s own idiosyncratic standards of excellence that may remain private yet nonetheless com-
pelling. Focusing on competence invites inquiries in as yet understudied but promising areas,
including the playful discovery of one’s hidden talents and the motivational benefits of pick-
ing and choosing different ways of pursuing whatever invites one’s attention.

For all these many reasons the Handbook represents a signal contribution to the field of
achievement motivation, particularly in its potential for organizing thinking around compe-
tence as a common focus, or as Elliot and Dweck put it, “a conceptual North Star to help the-
orists navigate the achievement motivation universe.”

MARTIN V. COVINGTON, PhD
University of California—Berkeley
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COMPETENCE AND MOTIVATION

CHAPTER 1

Competence and Motivation

Competence as the Core of Achievement Motivation

ANDREW ]J. ELLIOT
CAROL S. DWECK

hy is this volume not entitled Hand-
Wbook of Achievement and Motivation
or Handbook of Achievement Motivation?
The reason is that we are taking the occa-
sion of this Handbook to propose a refocus-
ing of the achievement motivation literature
around the concept of “competence.” As we
describe below, our aim in doing so is to
bring greater clarity and precision to the
field, while emphasizing its great reach and
potential to integrate important areas of
psychology.

Research on achievement and motivation
has a long and distinguished history. In
fact, achievement motivation concepts were
present at the dawn of psychology as a sci-
entific discipline, when James (1890) of-
fered speculation about how achievement
strivings are linked to self-evaluation. Soon
thereafter, an assortment of research studies
appeared that focused on achievement-
relevant issues such as the effect of inten-
tions on perseverance (Ach, 1910) and the
effect of increasing difficulty on task per-

formance (Hillgruber, 1912). However,
truly programmatic empirical work on
achievement motivation began in Kurt
Lewin’s laboratory with the investigation of
aspiration-setting behavior (Hoppe, 1930;
see Frank, 1941, for a review of this re-
search program), and formal models of
achievement motivation have been present
since Lewin and colleagues (Escalona,
1940; Festinger, 1942; Lewin, Dembo,
Festinger, & Sears, 1944) proposed their
theory of “resultant valence” to account
for aspiration processes. A decade later, the
central place of research on achievement
motivation in scientific psychology was so-
lidified by McClelland, Atkinson, and col-
leagues’ work on need for achievement
(Atkinson, 1957; McClelland, Atkinson,
Clark, & Lowell, 1953; McClelland, Clark,
Roby, & Atkinson, 1949). From this time
onward, the collective corpus of research
on achievement and motivation has been
referred to as “the achievement motivation
literature.”



4 I. INTRODUCTION

An enormous amount of research has fol-
lowed these seminal speculations, empirical
investigations, and theoretical frameworks.
Over the years, researchers have devised and
tested models incorporating a variety of dif-
ferent constructs, such as motive disposi-
tions, attributions, evaluation anxiety, goals,
competence perceptions, values, and implicit
theories. These efforts have contributed
a great deal to our understanding of the
nature of achievement motivation. Impor-
tantly, many working in the achievement
motivation literature have applied the
knowledge acquired from these efforts to
real-world achievement settings, and innu-
merable students, employees, ballplayers,
and others have benefited as a result.

Clearly, there is much to praise about the
contributions of the achievement motivation
literature. However, we believe that the liter-
ature has important weaknesses that limit its
utility and breadth of influence. In this chap-
ter, we articulate the nature of these weak-
nesses and propose that placing competence
at the core of the achievement motivation
literature directly addresses them.

WEAKNESSES OF THE ACHIEVEMENT
MOTIVATION LITERATURE

The concept of “achievement” is not clearly
defined in the achievement motivation litera-
ture. That is, there is no broadly articulated,
consensually shared understanding of how
“achievement” should be conceptualized.
We believe that this definitional-conceptual
issue lies at the root of two fundamental
weaknesses of the literature.

A first weakness of the achievement moti-
vation literature is that it lacks coherence
and a clear set of structural parameters. If
the precise nature of “achievement” is not
clear, then the precise nature of what should
and should not be included under the
“achievement motivation” rubric will be un-
clear as well. Indeed, although psychologists
across a diversity of disciplines recognize the
existence of a body of research called “the
achievement motivation literature,” we sus-
pect that few would be able to articulate the
specific contents of this literature. This lack
of coherence and clear parameters has nega-
tive implications for both empirical efforts
and theory development.

On the empirical front, it is difficult to
know how constructs should be operational-
ized without clear conceptual guidance. Any
given empirical investigation may provide
specific construct definitions and matching
operationalizations, but these definitions
and operationalizations are likely to vary
considerably across investigators and inves-
tigations. The result is a cumulative body of
studies that may be easy to interpret individ-
ually but are difficult to interpret as a whole.
Likewise, on the theoretical front, it is diffi-
cult to build theoretical models when a solid
conceptual foundation is not in place. With-
out such a foundation, devising a blueprint
for how to fully cover the conceptual space
under consideration without incorporating
additional, superfluous constructs or rela-
tionships (i.e., establishing a parsimonious
theoretical framework) is near impossible.

A second weakness of the achievement
motivation literature is that it is too nar-
rowly focused and limited in scope, par-
ticularly relative to its potential. Given the
absence of a precise definition of “achieve-
ment” in the literature, researchers likely
rely on intuition or a generic, lay under-
standing of the term “achievement” to guide
their empirical and theoretical efforts. For
example, most research in the achievement
motivation literature has emerged from
Western, individualistic societies that tend to
conceive of achievement in terms of individ-
ual, self-defining accomplishment in the
prototypical domains of school, sports, and
work. As a result, more often than not, re-
search in the achievement motivation litera-
ture has focused on individual, self-defining
accomplishment in the domains of school,
sports, and work.

However, “achievement” and “achieve-
ment motivation” may be conceptualized in
a much broader fashion than this suggests.
Interdependent achievement striving (see
Fuligni, 1997; Maehr & Nicholls, 1980),
cooperative achievement striving (Johnson
& Johnson, 1989; Parsons & Goff, 1980),
and striving for learning and task mastery
(see Dweck & Elliott, 1983; Nicholls, 1984)
would all seem to warrant full consideration
as manifestations of achievement motiva-
tion; only the latter has begun to receive sig-
nificant attention in the past several years.
Furthermore, achievement motivation ap-
pears to be operative in many areas of daily
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life beyond the classroom, the ballfield, and
the workplace. The avocational gardener
seeking to grow an excellent tomato would
seem to be striving for achievement, as
would the infant struggling to put a peg in a
hole, the adolescent trying to become a
better conversationalist, and the adult com-
mitted to becoming the best parent possible.
From this broader perspective, the achieve-
ment motivation literature seems applicable
to many other established research litera-
tures. Issues regarding achievement motiva-
tion pertain to research on flow, creativity,
cognitive strategies, self-regulated learning,
coping and disengagement, and social com-
parison, to name but a few important do-
mains of inquiry. Yet given the rather nar-
row way that achievement has been
construed, there exists little integration be-
tween the achievement motivation literature
and these other bodies of work. As such, the
achievement motivation literature remains
relatively isolated and, we believe, is not be-
ing applied to its full potential. The land-
mark research on need for achievement by
McClelland et al. (1953) may be used to il-
lustrate these points.

McClelland, Atkinson, and colleagues cre-
ated their need for achievement measure em-
p1r1cally, without a precise conceptual defi-
nition of achievement motivation to guide
their efforts. Briefly, they experimentally
aroused achievement motivation in some
subjects but not others, and then had these
subjects write stories to pictures. Any differ-
ential story content between the two groups
was presumed to be indicative of achieve-
ment motivation, and the need for achieve-
ment scoring system was devised accord-
ingly. Importantly, the subjects used in this
research were predominantly male ex-Gls,
whose achievement motivation was aroused
by informing them that they would be ad-
ministered a test of intelligence used in the
selection of government and military lead-
ers. Thus, the method of achievement
arousal utilized was based on the research-
ers’ intuitive, culturally based understanding
of achievement motivation, and one may
question whether these procedures, as well
as the type of subjects used in the research,
yielded a tool that is broadly applicable
across persons and achievement situations.
Furthermore, at the same time that the need
for achievement construct was being estab-

lished, White (1959, 1960) offered his anal-
ysis of effectance motivation. White posited
a fundamental need for individuals to be ef-
fective in negotiating their environment, the
prototypical manifestation of which is the
infant’s curiosity and exploratory play. Al-
though need for achievement and effectance
motivation would seem to be conceptually
related, the pioneers of the two constructs
made almost no reference to the work of the
other, and subsequent proponents of the two
traditions have followed suit. To this day, al-
though the need for achievement construct is
considered a central part of the achievement
motivation literature, effectance motivation
is rarely mentioned (for exceptions, see
Elliot & Reis, 2003; Nicholls, 1984; Veroff,
1969). The achievement motivation litera-
ture (and for that matter, research on
effectance motivation) is less rich as a result.

In summary, the absence of a clear defini-
tion of “achievement” has led to some im-
portant weaknesses in the achievement moti-
vation literature. The literature lacks
coherence and a clear set of structural pa-
rameters, and the literature is too narrowly
focused and limited in scope. In essence,
what is commonly referred to as the
“achievement motivation literature” rep-
resents a rather loose compendium of theo-
retical and empirical work focused on a
colloquial understanding of the term
“achievement.” We suggest that for the
achievement motivation literature to flour-
ish, it is important to delineate its concep-
tual core carefully and precisely. We seek to
do so by proposing that competence be con-
sidered the conceptual core of the achieve-
ment motivation literature.

COMPETENCE AND MOTIVATION

Based on Webster’s Revised Unabridged
Dictionary and the Oxford English Dictio-
nary, “competence” may be defined as a
condition or quality of effectiveness, ability,
sufficiency, or success. Once this definition is
embraced, many questions come into focus:
How is competence evaluated? To what lev-
els of action and domains of endeavor does
competence apply? How are individuals mo-
tivated with regard to competence?
Competence may be evaluated in several
different ways: People may use an absolute



6 I. INTRODUCTION

standard inherent in a task, an interpersonal
standard implicating change over time, or an
interpersonal standard implicating norma-
tive comparison. The way in which compe-
tence is evaluated influences the psychologi-
cal meaning that competence has and the
form that competence-relevant strivings take
in any given situation. Competence is appli-
cable across a broad range of levels, from
concrete actions (e.g., putting a peg in a
hole) to specific outcomes (e.g., a grade on a
test) to identifiable patterns of skill and abil-
ity (e.g., piano playing) to overarching char-
acteristics (e.g., intelligence) to omnibus
compilations (e.g., a life).

A motivational analysis of competence
must account for the ways in which individ-
uals’ behavior is energized (instigated, acti-
vated) and directed (focused, aimed). Our
analysis of the energization of competence-
relevant behavior is grounded in the premise
that competence is an inherent psychological
need of the human being. That is, in keeping
with several theorists (Deci & Ryan, 1990;
Dweck & Elliott, 1983; Elliot, McGregor, &
Thrash, 2002; Skinner, 1995; see also White,
1959), we view the need for competence as a
fundamental motivation that serves the evo-
lutionary role of helping people develop and
adapt to their environment.! This need for
competence instigates and activates behavior
that is oriented toward competence. Over
time, individuals learn to direct this gener-
al motivational energy using concrete, cog-
nitively based goals and strategies; that is,
people learn to use self-regulatory tools to
channel their general desire for competence
toward specific outcomes and experiences
that satisfy the competence need (Elliot &
Church, 1997, 2002).

Importantly, competence-relevant behav-
ior is not only motivated by the positive,
appetitive possibility of competence but is
also motivated by the negative, aversive pos-
sibility of incompetence. The need for com-
petence may initially be a thoroughly
appetitive motivational source that orients
infants toward positive competence-relevant
possibilities, but a variety of factors (e.g.,
temperament, socialization, experience) may
reorient this natural appetitive orientation
toward the avoidance of negative compe-
tence-relevant outcomes. Consequently, peo-
ple may develop a general desire to avoid in-

competence and may adopt goals or strate-
gies focused on avoiding negative possibili-
ties in competence-relevant settings. These
aversive forms of motivation may serve a
self-protective function, but they may often
do a poor job of providing the individual
with the positive competence outcomes and
experiences required for continued growth
and development. As such, some com-
petence-relevant desires and pursuits may be
ineffective at facilitating, or may even inter-
fere with, the long-term growth of compe-
tence.

We consider this distinction between ap-
proach (i.e., appetitive) and avoidance (i.e.,
aversive) motivation to be integral to a moti-
vational analysis of competence (much as it
has been integral to the motivational analy-
sis of achievement per se; see Atkinson,
1957; Elliot, 1999; Hoppe, 1930; Lewin et
al., 1944; McClelland et al., 1953; Weiner,
1972). Using a dictionary, “competence”
may be defined in purely appetitive fashion
with regard to effectiveness, ability, suffi-
ciency, and success, but from a motiva-
tional standpoint, the study of competence-
relevant motivation will necessarily entail
consideration of ineffectiveness, inability, in-
sufficiency, and failure as well.

WHY COMPETENCE?

Our primary contention, then, is that
“achievement” in the achievement motiva-
tion literature is best viewed through the
lens of competence. That is, we propose that
“achievement” be conceptualized in terms of
“competence,” and that “achievement moti-
vation” be characterized as “competence
motivation.” Competence seems an ideal
core for the achievement motivation litera-
ture, because competence at once has a pre-
cise meaning and is a rich and profound psy-
chological concept. This richness and
profundity is in bold relief as one considers
the central role of competence motivation in
human functioning. Competence motivation
is ubiquitous in daily life, it has a substantial
impact on emotion and well-being, it is op-
erative across the lifespan, and it is evident
in all individuals across cultural boundaries.
We elaborate on these points in the follow-
ing paragraphs.
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First, competence motivation is ubiqui-
tous in daily life. Whether individuals are
conscious of it or not, much of their every-
day behavior is energized or directed by the
possibility of competence or incompetence.
Competence-relevant desires, investments,
and strivings are present in mundane actions
(e.g., trying to do a good job of brushing
one’s teeth), as well as more grand pursuits
(e.g., trying to become a world-class ath-
lete). They are present in the social domain
(e.g., working to improve one’s conversa-
tional skills), as well as the achievement do-
main (e.g., striving to do well on an exam).
They are present in internally focused pur-
suits (e.g., seeking discipline and clarity in
one’s mental life), as well as public demon-
strations (e.g., wanting to give an outstand-
ing speech). Anywhere in which competence
evaluation energizes or directs behavior (ei-
ther appetitively or aversively), competence
motivation is operative.

Second, competence motivation has a sub-
stantial impact on emotion and well-being.
The affective reactions people have in re-
sponse to positive and negative outcomes in
competence-relevant settings clearly reflect
an investment in attaining competence and
avoiding incompetence. Not surprisingly,
positive outcomes typically lead to affects
such as joy, pride, and happiness, whereas
negative outcomes lead to affects such as
sadness, shame, and anxiety (Heckhausen,
1984; Lewis, Alessandri, & Sullivan, 1992;
Stipek, Recchia, & McClintic, 1992). Re-
searchers have also demonstrated that the
precise nature of affective experience follow-
ing positive or negative outcomes can vary
as a function of approach and avoidance
motivation. Approach-oriented, positive
outcomes produce joy and pride, whereas
avoidance-oriented, positive outcomes pro-
duce relief. Approach-oriented negative out-
comes tend to produce sadness and disap-
pointment, whereas avoidance-oriented
negative outcomes tend to produce shame
and distress (Higgins, Shah, & Friedman,
1997; Roseman, 1991; Stein & Levine,
1989; see also Carver & Scheier, 1998;
Mowrer, 1960). The approach-avoidance
nature of competence motivation has impli-
cations for overall well-being as well. For
example, research has shown that the pur-
suit of avoidance (relative to approach)

goals leads to a decrease in life satisfaction
and physical health over time (Elliot &
McGregor, 2001; Elliot & Sheldon, 1997),
because avoidance goals are not as effective
at providing people with the competence ex-
periences they need for continued growth
and development (Elliot & Sheldon, 1998;
Elliot, Sheldon, & Church, 1997).

Third, competence motivation is opera-
tive across the lifespan. It is clearly mani-
fested differently at different ages. The
initial manifestation of competence motiva-
tion, effectance motivation (White, 1959), is
presumed to be present at birth; it is an
appetitive desire to explore and master the
environment, reflected in the infant’s natural
tendency toward curiosity and exploratory
play. As children acquire greater representa-
tional capacities, encounter an array of so-
cialization experiences, and are marked by
positive and negative competence-relevant
events, this rudimentary form of motivation
develops and differentiates (See Dweck,
2002; Elliot et al., 2002). Specifically, chil-
dren begin to use different standards for
evaluating competence; they begin to repre-
sent competence at higher levels of abstrac-
tion, and they begin to focus on avoiding in-
competence as well as on approaching
competence. This process of differentiation
continues into adulthood, and competence
motivation often becomes increasingly inter-
twined with other motivational concerns
commonly activated in competence-relevant
settings (e.g., self-presentation concerns,
affiliative concerns, self-worth concerns). In
the elderly, diminishing opportunities to ex-
ercise their competencies, along with a grad-
ual decline in their skills and abilities, may
prompt a modest decline in competence mo-
tivation (Veroff, Depner, Kukla, & Douvan,
1980; or, more precisely, may increase
competence-relevant motivation focused on
the avoidance of incompetence, Elliot &
McGregor, 2001). Nevertheless, competence
motivation remains important, and compe-
tence outcomes continue to impact emotion
and well-being deep into old age (Geppert &
Halisch, 2001; Halisch & Geppert, 2001).
Indeed, successful old age may be a function
of finding newer and more appropriate
competence-relevant goals to pursue. Thus,
the intensity and extent of competence moti-
vation, its specific manifestations, and the
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typical settings in which it is operative may
change considerably over time, but a desire
for competence and an investment in
competence-relevant strivings remains in-
variant from infancy to old age (Brim, 1990;
Heckhausen & Schultz, 1995).

Fourth, competence motivation is evident
in all individuals across cultural boundaries.
Much as competence motivation may be
manifested differently at different ages, this
motivation may take on different appear-
ances in different cultures. For example, rel-
ative to the competence motivation of per-
sons from Western cultures (e.g., Canada,
the United States, Western Europe), those
from Eastern cultures (e.g., China, Japan,
South Korea) appears to be more group- and
socially oriented (Chang, Wong, & Teo,
2000), more grounded in obligation and re-
sponsibility (Fuligni, Tseng, & Lam, 1999),
more avoidance-oriented (Eaton & Dembo,
1999), and more focused on improvement
(Heine et al., 2001). Furthermore, studies
show that competence-relevant words such
as “success,” “failure,” and “learn” have
different connotations in different countries
(Li, 2003; Maehr & Nicholls, 1980). We
contend that underlying the different mean-
ings and manifestations of competence moti-
vation in different cultures lies a similar de-
sire for and commitment to competence (see
also Bandura, 2001; for a conceptual paral-
lel with regard to positive self-regard, see
Heine, Lehman, Markus, & Kitayama,
1999). Indeed, data indicate that compe-
tence is an important concept that is highly
valued by individuals across a wide diversity
of cultures (Li, 2003; Van de Vliert &
Janssen, 2002), and that competence-
relevant outcomes strongly influence emo-
tion and well-being across cultures (Sheldon,
Elliot, Kim, & Kasser, 2001).

In summary, we contend that competence
is a construct optimally suited to serves as
the conceptual core in the achievement mo-
tivation literature. Competence can be seen
as a basic psychological need that has a
pervasive impact on daily affect, cognition,
and behavior, across age and culture. As
such, competence would seem to represent
not only an ideal cornerstone on which
to rest the achievement motivation litera-
ture but also a foundational building block
for any theory of personality, development,
and well-being.

ADDRESSING THE WEAKNESSES
OF THE ACHIEVEMENT
MOTIVATION LITERATURE

It should now be clear how grounding the
achievement motivation literature in the
competence construct addresses the weak-
nesses of the literature. The first weakness of
the achievement motivation literature that
we identified is that it lacks coherence and a
clear set of structural parameters. Because
competence can be defined in a precise fash-
ion, it provides a clear criterion for what
should and should not be considered a part
of the achievement motivation literature,
and thus provides much needed guidelines
for empirical and theoretical work. Em-
pirically, grounding achievement motivation
research in competence provides a bench-
mark for how constructs should be opera-
tionalized: They should focus on compe-
tence as directly as possible. The result is
likely to be a sharpening and increased uni-
formity of manipulations and measures that
will likely produce more comparable results
that are easier to interpret. Theoretically,
grounding achievement motivation models
in competence provides an orienting point, a
conceptual North Star to help theorists navi-
gate the achievement motivation universe.
The result is likely to be more parsimonious
theoretical frameworks that allow the litera-
ture to progress more straightforwardly and
rapidly.

The second weakness of the achievement
motivation literature that we identified ear-
lier is that it is too narrowly focused and
limited in scope. Although competence may
be defined in precise fashion, it is neverthe-
less a highly inclusive concept that is much
more widely applicable than a colloquially
based understanding of “achievement.” Es-
tablishing competence as the central focus of
the literature makes evident the links be-
tween standard achievement motivation foci
and other explicitly competence-based con-
structs such as social competence (Masten &
Coatsworth, 1998), emotional competence
(Cherniss, 2001), cognitive competence
(Bertrand, Willis, & Sayer, 2001), health
competence (Marks & Lutgendorf, 1999),
cultural competence (Chin, 2002), and
moral competence (Haight, 2000). Links to
other constructs (and, accordingly, litera-
tures) that are grounded in competence,
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such as the control construct (Skinner,
1995), the power construct (Halisch &
Geppert, 2001), the agency construct
(Bakan, 1966), and the cognitive mastery
construct (Kelley, 1967), also become clear.
Indeed, many of the most central topics in
the psychological literature, such as the self-
concept and self-esteem, have competence at
their core (Harter, 1999; James, 1890;
Tafarodi & Swann, 2001), and issues re-
garding competence and competence moti-
vation are often at the heart of cross-cultural
and lifespan analyses of behavior. Thus,
placing competence at the center of the
achievement motivation literature expands
its conceptual reach considerably and forges
integrative links among domains of inquiry.

In summary, grounding the achievement
motivation literature in competence ad-
dresses both of the weaknesses of the
achievement motivation literature that we
have identified. Although the provision of
any precise definition of “achievement”
would be a welcome addition to the litera-
ture, using competence as this definition is
particularly appealing given its clarity and
flexibility as a construct, and its broad and
integrative reach. It is our hope that, over
time, the term “competence motivation”
will take the place of the term “achievement
motivation,” and that a host of both estab-
lished and upcoming researchers will join us
under this conceptual umbrella.

OVERVIEW OF THE HANDBOOK OF
COMPETENCE AND MOTIVATION

It was in this spirit that we conceived the
present volume. We approached scholars
who have made enduring contributions to
the achievement motivation literature and
asked them to think about their work in
terms of competence. We also brought in
people who might not typically identify with
the field of achievement or achievement mo-
tivation but who would resonate to the con-
cept of competence, and we asked them to
cast their area of expertise in terms of com-
petence.

Specifically, we gave our authors the
charge of bringing their area of inquiry
under the umbrella of the competence con-
struct by rethinking their basic concepts and
processes in terms of competence. The first

section of the volume focuses on the central
constructs in the achievement motivation lit-
erature: intelligence and ability (competence
itself); competence-relevant motives and
goals, which shape people’s competence-
based strivings; the perceived causes of com-
petence (and incompetence) and the conse-
quences of perceived competence; the differ-
ent ways in which people value competence;
people’s conceptions of competence and its
role in motivation; and competence-relevant
anxiety, an emotion that affects what people
strive for and how successfully (or unsuc-
cessfully) they do so.

Next come developmental issues. How
does temperament shape competence and
competence motivation? How does the de-
velopment of self-conscious emotions and
cognitive abilities influence competence mo-
tivation? And how do competence and com-
petence motivation change over the lifespan?
These issues are fundamental to our under-
standing of competence-relevant processes.

Questions of development continue as the
focus turns to the impact of socialization
agents and contexts. What are the roles of
parents, peers, teachers, and coaches? What
about schools and workplaces? How do
government policies, such as high-stakes
testing, affect the desire for and the acquisi-
tion of competence?

The issue of socialization and contexts is
carried further as the next chapters consider
the role of gender, race/ethnicity, and socio-
economic status in competence motivation.
Here, the impact of stereotypes comes to the
fore, as do questions regarding the critical
role of culture in competence—in what it
means, how it is gained, and how it is dis-
played.

The final section explores different facets
of self-regulation. Self-regulatory processes
may be seen as the means through which
people pursue and attain competence, and
they may also be seen as competencies in
and of themselves. The chapters focus on
various forms of self-regulation, such as self-
regulated learning, coping, cognitive strate-
gies, and social comparison. They examine
motivational states that foster competence
processes, such as intrinsic motivation, flow,
and creativity. Finally, they examine con-
scious and deliberate self-regulation and
powerful automatic processes that take
place outside of awareness.
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We are delighted by the many fresh and
fascinating insights that our authors gener-
ated as they considered their work from the
perspective of competence. We hope that
our readers will find these chapters as origi-
nal, thought-provoking, and enlightening as
we do.
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NOTE

1. Positing the existence of basic psychological
needs such as competence or belongingness
(see Baumeister & Leary, 1995) was once
highly controversial (and, for some, continues
to be so), but in the past few years, it has be-
come much more widely accepted. Space con-
siderations preclude us from reviewing the evi-
dence supporting competence as a basic
psychological need; we refer the interested
reader to Deci and Ryan (1990) and Elliot et
al. (2002).
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INTELLIGENCE AND ABILITY

CHAPTER 2

™R

Intelligence, Competence, and Expertise

ROBERT ]. STERNBERG

or roughly 100 years, psychologists have
Fbeen administering tests of intelligence.
These tests are supposed to measure a con-
struct that is (1) unified (so-called general in-
telligence), (2) relatively fixed by genetic en-
dowment, and (3) distinct from and
precedent to the competencies that schools
develop (see, e.g., Carroll, 1993). All three
of these assumptions are questioned in this
chapter.

An alternative view, consistent with the
topic of “competence” highlighted in this
volume, is that intelligence represents a set
of competencies in development, and that
these competencies in turn represent exper-
tise in development. Thus, intelligence tests
measure developing competencies on the
way toward developing expertise. Rather
than intelligence (and other sets of abilities),
competencies, and expertise being viewed as
relatively distinct, as they tend to be in the
literature of cognitive psychology, they are
viewed as regions along a developmental
continuum. Thus, whereas a cognition text-
book might have separate chapters, say, on
intellectual abilities, various kinds of compe-
tencies (e.g., memory and reasoning compe-
tencies), and expertise (e.g., Sternberg &

15

Ben Zeev, 2001), the three levels of skill de-
velopment psychologically should not be
viewed as distinct. A major goal of work
under the point of view presented here is to
integrate the study of intelligence and re-
lated abilities (see reviews in Sternberg,
1990, 1994, 2000) with the study of compe-
tence (Sternberg & Kolligian, 1990), and in
turn to link the study of these two constructs
to the study of expertise (Chi, Glaser, &
Farr, 1988; Ericsson, 1996; Ericsson,
Krampe, & Tesch-Romer, 1993; Ericsson &
Smith, 1991; Hoffman, 1992). These litera-
tures, typically viewed as distinct, are here
viewed as ultimately involved with the same
psychological mechanisms.

“Developing competence” is defined here
as the ongoing process of the acquisition
and consolidation of a set of skills needed
for performance in one or more life domains
at the journeyman-level or above. “De-
veloping expertise” is defined here as the on-
going process of the acquisition and consoli-
dation of a set of skills needed for a high
level of mastery in one or more domains of
life performance. Experts, then, are people
who have developed their competencies to a
high level; competent individuals are people
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who have developed their abilities to a high
level. Abilities, competencies, and expertise
are on a continuum. One moves along the
continuum as one acquires a broader range
of skills, a deeper level of the skills one al-
ready has, and increased efficiency in the uti-
lization of these skills.

According to this view, good performance
on intelligence tests requires certain kinds of
competencies (in test-taking skills, under-
standing word meanings, being able to do
basic arithmetic, visualizing spatial rela-
tions, etc.), and to the extent that these com-
petencies overlap with the competencies re-
quired by schooling or by the workplace,
there will be a correlation between the tests
and performance in school or in the work-
place. Some people are experts in taking in-
telligence tests and receive very high scores.
Because the same skills on which they have
shown expertise are also required in school
and the workplace (e.g., reading, arithme-
tic), they will also be expert in work and on
the job. Generally, there is more overlap be-
tween the kinds of competencies and exper-
tise required on intelligence tests and in
schooling than between those required on
intelligence tests and in job performance.
Hence, typically, intelligence test scores will
show somewhat more correlation with
school than with job performance. But many
factors, such as range of scores and com-
plexity of the work done in school or on the
job, can affect this correlation, so it is diffi-
cult to speak in totally general terms.

According to the view of the measurement
of intelligence representing the measurement
of competencies in development, such corre-
lations represent no intrinsic relation be-
tween intelligence and other kinds of perfor-
mance, but rather overlap in the kinds of
competencies needed to perform well under
different kinds of circumstances. The greater
the overlap in skills, in general, the higher
the correlations.

There is nothing mystical or privileged
about the intelligence tests. One could as
easily use, say, academic or job performance
to predict intelligence-related scores and vice
versa. For example, many tests of intelli-
gence contain items requiring memory skills,
vocabulary, reading, arithmetic skills, and
reasoning skills. Tests of achievement re-
quire the same skills. Both kinds of tests,

therefore, measure competencies, albeit at
different levels of development. In summary,
what distinguishes ability tests from other
kinds of assessments is how the ability tests
are used (usually predictively) rather than
what they measure. There is no qualitative
distinction among the various kinds of as-
sessments.

According to this view, the main thing
that distinguishes ability tests from achieve-
ment tests is not the tests themselves, but
rather how psychologists, educators, and
others interpret the scores on these tests. The
ability tests are viewed as measuring some-
thing psychologically distinct from the
achievement tests, hence the use of different
labels to describe the tests. But the distinc-
tion is quantitative, not qualitative. A testing
company that seems to have recognized this
fact is the College Board, which originally
called its test the Scholastic Aptitude Test,
then changed the name to Scholastic Assess-
ment Test, and finally just to its acronym,
SAT. Indeed, items on the SAT-I (formerly
the ability test) and the SAT-II (formerly the
achievement tests) are often, for all intents
and purposes, indistinguishable. The various
kinds of assessments are of the same kind
psychologically.

Conventional tests of intelligence and re-
lated abilities measure achievement that in-
dividuals should have accomplished several
years back (see also Anastasi & Urbina,
1997). In other words, the tests are measur-
ing competencies at a somewhat less devel-
oped level. Tests such as vocabulary, reading
comprehension, verbal analogies, arithmetic
problem solving, and the like, are all, in
part, tests of achievement. Even abstract rea-
soning tests measure achievement in dealing
with geometric symbols, skills taught in
Western schools (Laboratory of Compara-
tive Human Cognition, 1982; Serpell,
2000). One might as well use academic per-
formance to predict ability test scores. The
conventional view infers some kind of cau-
sation (abilities cause achievement) from
correlation, but the inference is not justified
from the correlational data.

The view of intelligence and other abilities
as a set of competencies in development is
not inconsistent with there being a contribu-
tion of genetic factors as a source of individ-
ual differences in who will be able to de-
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velop given amounts of competence or
expertise. Many human attributes, mcludlng
intelligence, reflect the covariation and inter-
action of genetic and environmental factors.
But the contribution of genes to an individ-
ual’s intelligence cannot be directly mea-
sured or even directly estimated. Rather,
what is measured is a portion of what is ex-
pressed, namely, manifestations of develop-
ing competencies and expertise.

According to this view, measures of intel-
ligence should be correlated with later suc-
cess, because both measures of intelligence
and various measures of success require de-
veloping expertise of related types. For ex-
ample, both typically require what can be
referred to as metacomponents of thinking:
recognition of problems, definition of prob-
lems, formulation of strategies to solve
problems, representation of information,
allocation of resources, and monitoring and
evaluation of problem solutions. These
skills develop as results of gene—environ-
ment covariation and interaction. If we
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wish to call them intelligence, that is cer-
tainly fine, so long as we recognize that
what we are calling intelligence is a form
of developing competencies that can lead to
expertise.

HOW ABILITIES DEVELOP
INTO COMPETENCIES,
AND COMPTENCIES INTO EXPERTISE

The specifics of a model for how abilities
can develop into competencies, and compe-
tencies into expertise, are shown in Figure
2.1. At the heart of the model is the notion
that individuals are constantly in a process
of developing expertise when they work
within a given domain. They may and do, of
course, differ in rate and asymptote of devel-
opment. The main constraint in achieving
expertise is not some fixed prior level of ca-
pacity, but purposeful engagement involving
direct instruction, active participation, role
modeling, and reward.
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FIGURE 2.1. The development of abilities into competencies, and competencies into expertise.
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Elements of the Model

The model of developing expertise has five
key elements (although they certainly do not
constitute an exhaustive list of elements in
the ultimate development of expertise from
abilities): metacognitive skills, learning
skills, thinking skills, knowledge, and moti-
vation. Although it is convenient to separate
these five elements, they are fully interactive,
as shown in Figure 2.1. They influence each
other, both directly and indirectly. For exam-
ple, learning leads to knowledge, but knowl-
edge facilitates further learning.

These elements are, to some extent, do-
main specific. The development of com-
petencies or expertise in one area does not
necessarily lead to the development of com-
petencies or expertise in another area, al-
though there may be some transfer, depend-
ing upon the relationship of the areas, a
point that has been made with regard to in-
telligence by others as well (e.g., Gardner,
1983, 1999; Sternberg, 1994).

In the theory of successful intelligence
(Sternberg, 1985, 1997, 1999), intelligence
is viewed as having three aspects: analytical,
creative, and practical. Our research sug-
gests that the development of competencies
or even expertise in one creative domain
(Sternberg & Lubart, 1995) or in one practi-
cal domain (Sternberg, Wagner, Williams, &
Horvath, 1995) shows modest to moderate
correlations with the development of compe-
tencies or expertise in other such domains.
Psychometric research suggests more do-
main generality for the analytical domain
(Jensen, 1998; Sternberg & Grigorenko,
2002b). Moreover, people can show analyti-
cal, creative, or practical expertise in one do-
main without showing all three of these
kinds of expertise, or even two of the three.

Metacognitive Skills

Metacognitive skills (or metacomponents;
Sternberg, 1985) refer to people’s under-
standing and control of their own cognition.
For example, such skills would encompass
what an individual knows about writing pa-
pers or solving arithmetic word problems,
both with regard to the steps that are in-
volved and to how these steps can be exe-
cuted effectively. Seven metacognitive skills

are particularly important: problem recogni-
tion,  problem  definition,  problem
representation, strategy formulation, re-
source allocation, monitoring of problem
solving, and evaluation of problem solving
(Sternberg, 1985, 1986). All of these skills
are modifiable (Sternberg, 1986, 1988;
Sternberg & Grigorenko, 2000; Sternberg &
Spear-Swerling, 1996).

Learning Skills

Learning skills (knowledge-acquisition com-
ponents) are essential to the model (Stern-
berg, 1985, 1986), although they are cer-
tainly not the only learning skills that
individuals use. Learning skills are some-
times divided into explicit and implicit ones.
Explicit learning is what occurs when we
make an effort to learn; implicit learning is
what occurs when we pick up information
incidentally, without any systematic effort.
Examples of learning skills are selective en-
coding, which involves distinguishing rele-
vant from irrelevant information; selective
combination, which involves putting to-
gether the relevant information; and selec-
tive comparison, which involves relating
new information to information already
stored in memory (Sternberg, 1983).

Thinking Skills

There are three main kinds of thinking skills
(or performance components) that individu-
als need to master (Sternberg, 1985, 1986,
1994). It is important to note that these are
sets of, rather than individual, thinking
skills. Critical (analytical) thinking skills in-
clude analyzing, critiquing, judging, evaluat-
ing, comparing and contrasting, and assess-
ing. Creative thinking skills include creating,
discovering, inventing, imagining, suppos-
ing, and hypothesizing. Practical thinking
skills include applying, using, utilizing, and
practicing (Sternberg, 1997). They are the
first step in the translation of thought into
real-world action.

Knowledge

Two main kinds of knowledge are relevant
in academic situations. Declarative knowl-
edge is of facts, concepts, principles, laws,
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and the like. It is “knowing that.” Proce-
dural knowledge is of procedures and strate-
gies. It is “knowing how.” Of particular im-
portance is procedural tacit knowledge,
which involves knowing how the system
functions in which one is operating (Stern-
berg et al., 2000; Sternberg et al., 1995).

Motivation

One can distinguish among several different
kinds of motivation. A first kind of motiva-
tion is achievement motivation (McClelland,
1985; McClelland, Atkinson, Clark, &
Lowell, 1976). People who are high in
achievement motivation seek moderate chal-
lenges and risks. They are attracted to tasks
that are neither very easy nor very hard.
They are strivers—constantly trying to
better themselves and their accomplish-
ments. A second kind of motivation is com-
petence (self-efficacy) motivation, which re-
fers to persons’ beliefs in their own ability to
solve the problem at hand (Bandura, 1977,
1996). Experts need to develop a sense of
their own efficacy to solve difficult tasks in
their domain of expertise. This kind of self-
efficacy can result both from intrinsic and
extrinsic rewards (Amabile, 1996; Sternberg
& Lubart, 1996). Of course, other kinds of
motivation are important too. Indeed, moti-
vation is perhaps the indispensable element
needed for school success. Without it, the
student never even tries to learn. And, of
course, if a test is not important to the
examinee, he or she may do poorly simply
through a lack of effort to perform well.
Dweck (1999, 2002; Dweck & Elliott,
1983) has shown that one of the most im-
portant sources of motivation is individuals’
need to enhance their intellectual skills.
What Dweck has shown is that some indi-
viduals are entity theorists with respect to
intelligence: They believe that to be smart is
to show oneself to be smart, and that means
not making mistakes or otherwise showing
intellectual weakness. Incremental theorists,
in contrast, believe that to be smart is to
learn and to increase one’s intellectual skills.
These individuals are not afraid to make
mistakes and even believe that making mis-
takes can be useful, because it is a way to
learn. Dweck and her colleagues’ research
suggests that, under normal conditions, en-

tity and incremental theorists perform about
the same in school. But under conditions of
challenge, incremental theorists do better,
because they are more willing to undertake
difficult challenges and to seek mastery of
new, difficult material.

Context

All of the elements discussed earlier are
characteristics of the learner. Returning to
the issues raised at the beginning of this
chapter, a problem with conventional tests is
that they assume that individuals operate in
a more or less decontextualized environment
(see Grigorenko & Sternberg, 2001b; Stern-
berg, 1985, 1997; Sternberg & Grigorenko,
2001). A test score is interpreted largely in
terms of the individual’s internal attributes.
But a test measures much more, and the as-
sumption of a fixed or uniform context
across test-takers is not realistic. Contextual
factors that can affect test performance in-
clude native language, family background,
emphasis of test on speedy performance, and
familiarity with the kinds of material on the
test, among many other things.

Interactions of Elements

The novice works toward competence and
then expertise through deliberate practice
(Ericsson, 1996). But this practice requires
an interaction of all five of the key elements.
At the center, driving the elements, is moti-
vation. Without it, the elements remain in-
ert. Eventually, one reaches a kind of exper-
tise, at which one becomes a reflective
practitioner of a certain set of skills. But ex-
pertise occurs at many levels. The expert
first-year graduate or law student, for exam-
ple, is still a far cry from the expert profes-
sional. People thus cycle through many
times, on the way to successively higher lev-
els of expertise. They do so through the ele-
ments in Figure 2.1.

Motivation drives metacognitive skills,
which in turn activate learning and thinking
skills, which then provide feedback to the
metacognitive skills, enabling one’s level of
expertise to increase (see also Sternberg,
1985). The declarative and procedural
knowledge acquired through the extension
of the thinking and learning skills also re-
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sults in these skills being used more effec-
tively in the future.

All of these processes are affected by, and
can in turn affect, the context in which they
operate. For example, if a learning experi-
ence is in English but the learner has only
limited English proficiency, his or her learn-
ing will be inferior to that of someone with
more advanced English-language skills. Or if
material is presented orally to someone who
is a better visual learner, that individual’s
performance will be reduced.

How does this model of developing com-
petencies and expertise relate to the con-
struct of intelligence?

THE g FACTOR AND
THE STRUCTURE OF ABILITIES

Some intelligence theorists point to the sta-
bility of the alleged general (g) factor of hu-
man intelligence as evidence for the exis-
tence of some kind of stable and overriding
structure of human intelligence (e.g.,
Bouchard, 1998; Kyllonen, 2002; Petrill,
2002). But the existence of a g factor may
reflect little more than an interaction be-
tween whatever latent (and not directly mea-
surable) abilities individuals may have and
the kinds of competencies and expertise that
are developed in school. With different
forms of schooling, g could be made either
stronger or weaker. In effect, Western forms
and related forms of schooling may, in part,
create the g phenomenon by providing a
kind of schooling that teaches in conjunc-
tion the various kinds of skills measured by
tests of intellectual abilities.

Suppose, for example, that children were
selected from an early age to be schooled for
a certain trade. Throughout most of human
history, this is in fact the way most children
were schooled. Boys, at least, were appren-
ticed at an early age to a master who would
teach them a trade. There was no point in
their learning skills that would be irrelevant
to their lives.

To bring the example into the present,
imagine that we decided, from an early age,
that certain students would study English
(or some other native language) to develop
language expertise; other students would
study mathematics to develop their mathe-

matical expertise. Still other students might
specialize in developing spatial expertise to
be used in flying airplanes or doing shop
work, or whatever. Instead of beginning at
the university level, specialization would be-
gin from the age of first schooling.

This point of view is related to, but differ-
ent from, that typically associated with the
theory of crystallized and fluid intelligence
(Cattell, 1971; Horn, 1994). In that theory,
fluid ability is viewed as an ability to acquire
and reason with information, whereas crys-
tallized ability is viewed as the information
so acquired. According to this view, school-
ing primarily develops crystallized ability,
based in part on the fluid ability the individ-
ual brings to bear upon school-like tasks. In
the theory proposed here, however, both
fluid and crystallized ability are roughly
equally susceptible to development through
schooling or other means that societies cre-
ate for developing expertise. One could ar-
gue that the greater validity of the position
presented here is shown by the near-
ubiquitous Flynn effect (Flynn, 1987, 1998;
Neisser, 1998), which documents massive
gains in IQ around the world throughout
most of the 20th century. The effect must be
due to environment, because large genetic
changes worldwide in such a short time
frame are virtually impossible. Interestingly,
gains are substantially larger in fluid abilities
than in crystallized abilities, suggesting that
fluid abilities are likely to be as susceptible
as, or probably more susceptible, than
crystalloid abilities to environmental influ-
ences. Clearly, the notion of fluid abilities as
some basic genetic potential one brings into
the world, whose development is expressed
in crystallized abilities, does not work.

These students then would be given an
omnibus test of intelligence or any broad-
ranging measure of intelligence. There would
be no g factor, because people schooled in
one form of expertise would not have been
schooled in others. One can imagine even
negative correlations between subscores on
the so-called intelligence test. The reason for
the negative correlations would be that de-
veloping expertise in one area might pre-
clude developing expertise in another be-
cause of the form of schooling.

Lest this tale sound far-fetched, I hasten to
add that it is a true tale of what is happening
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now in some places. In the United States and
most of the developed world, of course,
schooling takes a fairly standard course. But
this standard course and the value placed
upon it are not uniform across the world.
And we should not fall into the ethnocentric
trap of believing that the way Western
schooling works is the way all schooling
should work.

In a collaborative study among children
near Kisumu, Kenya (Sternberg et al., 2001),
we devised a test of practical intelligence
that measures informal knowledge for an
important aspect of adaptation to the envi-
ronment in rural Kenya, namely, knowledge
of the identities and use of natural herbal
medicines that could be used to combat
illnesses. The children use this informal
knowledge an average of once a week in
treating themselves or suggesting treatments
to other children, so this knowledge is a rou-
tine part of their everyday existence. By in-
formal knowledge, we are referring to kinds
of knowledge not taught in schools, and not
assessed on tests given in the schools.

The idea of our research was that children
who knew what these medicines were, what
they were used for, and how they should be
dosed would be in a better position to adapt
to their environments than would children
without this informal knowledge. We do not
know how many, if any, of these medicines
actually work, but from the standpoint of
measuring practical intelligence in a given
culture, the important thing is that the peo-
ple in Kenya believe that the medicines
work. For that matter, it is not always clear
how effective are the medicines used in the
Western World.

We found substantial individual differ-
ences in the tacit knowledge of like-age and
schooled children about these natural herbal
medicines. More important, however, was
the correlation between scores on this test
and scores on an English-language vocabu-
lary test (the Mill Hill), a Dholuo equivalent
(Dholuo is the community and home lan-
guage), and the Raven Coloured Pro-
gressive Matrices. We found significantly
negative correlations between our test and
the English-language vocabulary test. Corre-
lations of our test with the other tests were
trivial. The better children did on the test of
indigenous tacit knowledge, the worse they

did on the test of vocabulary used in school,
and vice versa. Why might we have obtained
such a finding?

Based on ethnographic observation, we
believe a possible reason is that parents in
the village may emphasize either a more in-
digenous or a more Western education.
Some parents (and their children) see little
value to school. They do not see how success
in school connects with the future of chil-
dren who will spend their whole lives in a
village, where they do not believe they need
the expertise the school teaches. Other par-
ents and children seem to see Western
schooling as being of value in itself or poten-
tially as a ticket out of the confines of the
village. The parents thus tend to emphasize
one type of education or the other for their
children, with corresponding results. The
kinds of developing expertise the families
value differ and so, therefore, do scores on
the tests. From this point of view, the
intercorrelational structure of tests tells us
nothing intrinsic about the structure of intel-
ligence per se, but rather something about
the way abilities as developing forms of ex-
pertise structure themselves in interaction
with the demands of the environment.

In a more recent study (Grigorenko et al.,
2004), we studied the academic and practi-
cal skills of Yup’ik Eskimo children who live
in the southwestern portion of Alaska. The
Yup’ik generally live in geographically iso-
lated villages along waterways that are ac-
cessible primarily by air. Most of us would
have no choice in traveling from one village
to another, because we would be unable to
navigate the terrain using, say, a dogsled.
These villages are embedded in mile after
mile of frozen tundra that, to us, would all
look relatively the same. The Yup’ik, how-
ever, can navigate this terrain, because they
learn to find landmarks that most of us
would never see. They also have extremely
impressive hunting and gathering skills that
almost none of us would have. Yet most of
the children do quite poorly in school. Their
teachers often think that they are rather
hopeless students. The children thus have
developed extremely impressive competen-
cies and even expertise for surviving in a dif-
ficult environment, but because these skills
often are not ones valued by teachers (who
typically are not from the Yup’ik commu-
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nity), the children are viewed as not very
competent.

Nouries (1994) has reported related find-
ings based on a series of studies she con-
ducted in Brazil (see also Ceci & Roazzi,
1994). Street children’s adaptive intelligence
is tested to the limit by their ability to form
and successfully run a street business. If they
fail to run such a business successfully, they
risk either starvation or death at the hands
of death squads should they resort to steal-
ing. Nufies and her collaborators have found
that the same children who are doing the
mathematics needed for running a successful
street business cannot do well the same types
of mathematics problems presented in an
abstract, paper-and-pencil format.

From a conventional abilities standpoint,
this result is puzzling. From a standpoint of
intelligence as developing competencies and
competencies as developing expertise, it is
not. Street children grow up in an environ-
ment that fosters the development of practi-
cal but not academic mathematical skills.
We know that even conventional academic
kinds of expertise often fail to show transfer
(e.g., Gick & Holyoak, 1980). It is scarcely
surprising, then, that there would be little
transfer here. The street children have devel-
oped the kinds of practical arithmetical ex-
pertise they need for survival and even suc-
cess, but they will get no credit for these
skills when they take a conventional abilities
test.

It also seems likely that if the scales were
reversed, and privileged children who do
well on conventional ability tests or in
school were forced out on the street, many
of them would not survive long. Indeed, in
the ghettoes of urban America, many chil-
dren and adults who for one reason or an-
other end up on the street, in fact barely sur-
vive or do not make it at all.

Jean Lave (1989) has reported similar
findings with Berkeley housewives shopping
in supermarkets. There just is no correlation
between their ability to do the mathematics
needed for comparison shopping and their
scores on conventional paper-and-pencil
tests of comparable mathematical skills. And
Ceci and Liker (1986) found, similarly, that
expert handicappers at race tracks generally
had only average IQs. There was no correla-
tion between the complexity of the mathe-
matical model they used in handicapping

and their scores on conventional tests. In
each case, important kinds of developing ex-
pertise for life were not adequately reflected
by the kinds of developing expertise mea-
sured by the conventional ability tests.

One could argue that these results merely
reflect the fact that the problem these studies
raise is not with conventional theories of
abilities, but with the tests that are loosely
based on these theories: These tests do not
measure street math, but more abstracted
forms of mathematical thinking. But psycho-
metric theories, I would argue, deal with a
similarly abstracted g factor. The abstracted
tests follow largely from the abstracted theo-
retical constructs. In fact, our research has
shown that tests of practical intelligence
generally do not correlate with scores on
these abstracted tests (e.g., Sternberg et al.,
1995, 2000).

The problem with the conventional model
of abilities does not just apply in what to us
are exotic cultures or exotic occupations. In
one study (Sternberg, Ferrari, Clinkenbeard,
& Grigorenko, 1996; Sternberg, Grigor-
enko, Ferrari, & Clinkenbeard, 1999), high
school students were tested for their an-
alytical, creative, and practical abilities
via multiple-choice and essay items. The
multiple-choice items were divided into
three content domains: verbal, quantitative,
and figural pictures. Students’ scores were
factor-analyzed and then later correlated
with their performance in a college-level in-
troductory psychology course.

We found that when students were tested
not only for analytical abilities but also for
creative and practical abilities (as follows
from the model of successful intelligence;
Sternberg, 1985, 1997), the strong g factor
that tends to result from multiple-ability
tests becomes much weaker. Of course, there
is always some general factor when one fac-
tor-analyzes but does not rotate the factor
solution, but the general factor was weak
and, of course, disappeared with a varimax
rotation. We also found that all of analyti-
cal, creative, and practical abilities predicted
performance in the introductory psychology
course (which itself was taught analytically,
creatively, or practically, with assessments to
match). Moreover, although the students
who were identified as high analytical were
the traditional population—primarily white,
middle- to upper-middle-class, and well edu-
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cated, the students who were identified as
high creative or high practical were much
more diverse in all of these attributes. Most
importantly, students whose instruction
better matched their triarchic pattern of
abilities outperformed those students whose
instruction more poorly matched their
triarchic pattern of abilities.

Thus, conventional tests may unduly fa-
vor a small segment of the population by
virtue of the narrow kind of developing ex-
pertise they measure. When one measures a
broader range of developing competencies
and expertise, the results look quite differ-
ent. Moreover, the broader range of exper-
tise includes kinds of skills that will be im-
portant in the world of work and in the
world of the family.

Even in developed countries, practical
competencies probably matter as much as or
more than do academic ones for many as-
pects of life success. Goleman (1995), for ex-
ample (see also Salovey & Mayer, 1990;
Mayer, Salovey, & Caruso, 2000), has
claimed that emotional competencies are
more important than academic ones, al-
though he has offered no direct evidence. In
a study we did in Russia (Grigorenko &
Sternberg, 2001a), although both academic
and practical intelligence predicted measures
of adult physical and mental health, the
measures of practical intelligence were the
better predictors.

Analytical, creative, and practical abili-
ties, as measured by our tests or anyone
else’s, are simply forms of developing com-
petencies and ultimately of developing ex-
pertise. All are useful in various kinds of life
tasks. But conventional tests may unfairly
disadvantage those students who do not do
well in a fairly narrow range of kinds of ex-
pertise. By expanding the range of develop-
ing expertise we measure, we discover that
many children not now identified as able
have, in fact, developed important kinds of
expertise. The abilities that conventional
tests measure are important for school and
life performance, but they are not the only
abilities that are important.

Teaching in a way that departs from no-
tions of abilities based on a g factor also
pays dividends. In a recent set of studies, we
have shown that generally lower socioeco-
nomic class third-grade and generally
middle-class eighth-grade students who are

taught social studies (a unit in communities)
or science (a unit on psychology) for success-
ful intelligence (analytically, creative, and
practically, as well as for memory) outper-
form students who are taught just for ana-
lytical (critical) thinking or just for memory
(Sternberg, Torff, & Grigorenko, 1998a,
1998b). The students taught “triarchically”
outperform the other students not only on
performance assessments that look at ana-
lytical, creative, and practical kinds of
achievements, but even on tests that measure
straight memory (multiple-choice tests al-
ready being used in the courses). None of
this is to say that analytical abilities are not
important in school and life—obviously,
they are. Rather, what our data suggest is
that other types of abilities—creative and
practical ones—are important as well, and
that students need to learn how to use all
three kinds of abilities together.

Thus, teaching students in a way that
takes into account their more highly devel-
oped expertise and that also enables them to
develop other kinds of expertise results in
superior learning outcomes, regardless of
how these learning outcomes are measured.
The children taught in a way that enables
them to use kinds of expertise other than
memory actually remember better, on aver-
age, than do children taught for memory.

We have also done studies in which we
have measured informal procedural knowl-
edge in children and adults. We have done
such studies with business managers, college
professors, elementary school students,
salespeople, college students, and general
populations. This important aspect of prac-
tical intelligence, in study after study, has
been found to be uncorrelated with aca-
demic intelligence, as measured by conven-
tional tests, in a variety of populations, oc-
cupations, and at a variety of age levels
(Sternberg et al., 1995, 2000). Moreover, the
tests predict job performance as well as or
better than do tests of IQ. The lack of corre-
lation of the two kinds of ability tests sug-
gests that the best prediction of job perfor-
mance will result when both academic and
practical intelligence tests are used as predic-
tors. Most recently, we have developed a test
of common sense for the workplace—for ex-
ample, how to handle oneself in a job
interview—that predicts self-ratings of com-
mon sense but not self-ratings of various
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kinds of academic abilities (Sternberg &
Grigorenko, 1998).

Although the kinds of informal proce-
dural expertise we measure in these tests
does not correlate with academic expertise,
it does correlate across work domains. For
example, we found that subscores (for man-
aging oneself, managing others, and manag-
ing tasks) on measures of informal proce-
dural knowledge are correlated with each
other, and that scores on the test for aca-
demic psychology are moderately correlated
with scores on the test for business managers
(Sternberg et al., 1995). So the kinds of de-
veloping expertise that matter in the world
of work may show certain correlations with
each other that are not shown with the kinds
of developing expertise that matter in the
world of the school.

It is even possible to use these kinds of
tests to predict effectiveness in leadership.
Studies of military leaders showed that tests
of informal knowledge for military leaders
predicted the effectiveness of these leaders,
whereas conventional tests of intelligence
did not. We also found that although the test
for managers was significantly correlated
with the test for military leaders, only the
latter test predicted superiors’ ratings of
leadership effectiveness (Sternberg et al.,
2000).

Both conventional academic tests and our
tests of practical intelligence measure forms
of developing expertise that matter in school
and on the job. The two kinds of tests are
not qualitatively distinct. The reason the
correlations are essentially null is that the
kinds of developing expertise they measure
are quite different. The people who good at
abstract, academic kinds of expertise are of-
ten people who have not emphasized learn-
ing practical, everyday kinds of expertise,
and vice versa, as we found in our Kenya
study. Indeed, children who grow up in chal-
lenging environments such as the inner city
may need to develop practical over academic
expertise as a matter of survival. As in
Kenya, this practical expertise may better
predict their survival than do academic
kinds of expertise. The same applies in busi-
ness, where tacit knowledge about how to
perform on the job is as likely or more
likely to lead to job success than is the aca-
demic expertise that in school seems so im-
portant.

The practical kinds of expertise matter in
school too. In a study at Yale, Wendy Wil-
liams and I (cited in Sternberg, Wagner, &
Okagaki, 1993) found that a test of tacit
knowledge for college predicted grade-point
average as well as did an academic ability
test. But a test of tacit knowledge for college
life better predicted adjustment to the col-
lege environment than did the academic test.

TAKING TESTS

One of the best ways of measuring abilities
as developing competencies is through dy-
namic assessment (Sternberg & Grigorenko,
2002a). Dynamic assessment has been pro-
posed as a way of uncovering this informa-
tion. What is dynamic assessment? Dynamic
assessment is testing plus an instructional in-
tervention. In other words, the instructional
and assessment functions, instead of being
separated, are integrated. In a conventional
assessment, sometimes called a static assess-
ment, individuals receive a set of test items
and solve these items with little or no feed-
back. Often, giving feedback is viewed as a
source of error of measurement, and there-
fore as something to be avoided at all costs.
In a dynamic assessment, individuals receive
a set of test items with explicit instruction
(Grigorenko & Sternberg, 1998; Lidz, 1987,
1997; Sternberg & Grigorenko, 2002b;
Wiedl, Guthke, & Wingenfeld, 1995). Dy-
namic assessments have been found to reveal
developing expertise in members of under-
represented minority groups around the
world that is not revealed by conventional
static tests (see, e.g., Feuerstein, Rand, &
Hoffman, 1979; Lidz & Elliott, 2000; Stern-
berg & Grigorenko, 2002a).

Dynamic assessment is far from perfect.
Scores on dynamic assessments can be influ-
enced by many factors, such as the kinds of
instruction given, the match between the
kind of instruction given and the test-taker’s
existing pattern of skills, the relationship be-
tween the examiner and the examinee, and
so on. No method of assessment gives a to-
tally accurate picture of a person’s poten-
tials.

Why should dynamic instruction and as-
sessment tend to benefit members of
underrepresented minority groups in partic-
ular? There are at least four reasons.
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1. Members of such groups may have less
tacit knowledge about how to manage
themselves in schools, which often reflect
middle-class values. Moreover, they may
have less knowledge of how to take tests
(test-wiseness), due to lesser experience
with tests. Dynamic instruction and as-
sessment help make this tacit knowledge
explicit.

2. The coldness and interpersonal distance
characteristic of static learning and as-
sessment situations may be more threat-
ening to members of underrepresented
minority groups than to others.

3. Members of underrepresented minority
groups may have less cognitive scaffold-
ing than do members of other groups.
Dynamic instruction and assessment help
provide this missing scaffolding.

4. Members of underrepresented minority
groups who might disidentify with a
static assessment situation may identify
with the situation when they are given an
opportunity not only to show what they
have learned in the assessment situation
but also to learn in this situation.

Member of underrepresented minority
groups may actually have less developed ex-
pertise than do members of others groups.
But they may have as great or greater devel-
oping expertise, or at least, capacity to de-
velop expertise. Dynamic instruction and as-
sessment help elucidate this developing
expertise and capacity to acquire developing
expertise.

There are two common formats for dy-
namic assessments. The first format is that
the instruction may be sandwiched between
a pretest and a posttest. The second format
is that the instruction may be in response to
the examinee’s solution to each test item.
Note that they are not the only possible for-
mats, just the two most commonly used
ones. Here, I use two terms of our own in-
vention to describe the sandwich format and
the cake format.

In the first format, examinees take a pre-
test, which is essentially equivalent to a
static test. After they complete the pretest,
they are given instruction in the skills mea-
sured by the pretest. The instruction may be
given in an individual or a group setting. If it
is in an individual setting, it may or may not
be individualized to reflect a particular

examinee’s strengths and weaknesses. If it is
individualized, then the amount as well as
the type of feedback can be individualized. If
it is in a group setting, then the instruction
typically is the same for all examinees. After
instruction, the examinees are tested again
on a posttest. The posttest is typically an al-
ternate form of the pretest, although, less
commonly, it may be exactly the same test.
For convenience, this is referred to as the
sandwich format. In individual testing set-
tings, the exact contents of the sandwich
(type of instruction), as well as its thickness
(amount of instruction), can be varied to suit
the individual. In group testing settings, the
contents and thickness of the sandwich are
typically uniform.

In the second format, which is always
done individually, examinees are given in-
struction item by item. An examinee is given
an item to solve. If he or she solves it cor-
rectly, then the next item is presented. But if
the examinee does not solve the item cor-
rectly, he or she is given a graded series of
hints. The hints are designed to make the so-
lution successively more nearly apparent.
The examiner then determines how many
and what kinds of hints the examinee needs
in order to solve the item correctly. Instruc-
tion continues until the examinee is success-
ful, at which time the next item is presented.
The successive hints are presented like suc-
cessive layers of icing on a cake. For conve-
nience, this is referred to as the cake format.
In the cake format, the number of layers of
the cake is almost always varied (i.e., the
amount of feedback depends on how
quickly the examinee is able to use the for-
mat to reach a correct solution). The con-
tents of the layers, however (i.e., the type of
feedback), may or may not be constant.
Most often, they are constant: The number
of hints varies across examinees, but not the
content of them.

There are three major differences between
the static and dynamic paradigms. The dif-
ferences are best viewed as ones of emphasis
rather than of dichotomous differences. A
static test can have dynamic elements, just as
a dynamic test can have static elements.

The first difference regards the respective
roles of static states versus dynamic pro-
cesses. Static assessment emphasizes prod-
ucts formed as a result of preexisting skills,
whereas dynamic assessment emphasizes
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quantification of the psychological processes
involved in learning and change. In other
words, static testing taps more into a devel-
oped state, whereas dynamic testing taps
more into a developing process. In both of
the formats of dynamic testing described,
the examiner is able to assess how the
problem-solving process develops as a result
of instruction. In the sandwich format of dy-
namic testing, the instruction is given all at
once between the pretest and the posttest. In
the cake format of dynamic testing, the in-
struction is given in graded bits after each
test item, as needed. Static testing typically
does not allow the examiner to draw such
inferences.

The second difference regards the role of
feedback. In static assessment, an examiner
presents a graded sequence of problems and
the test-taker responds to each of the prob-
lems. There is no feedback from examiner to
test-taker regarding quality of performance.
In dynamic assessment, feedback is given, ei-
ther explicitly or implicitly.

The type of feedback depends on which
kind of dynamic assessment is used. In the
sandwich format described above, the feed-
back may be explicit if the testing is in-
dividual, but will probably be implicit
if the testing is in a group. The instruction
sandwiched between the pretest and the
posttest gives each examinee an opportu-
nity to see which skills he or she has mas-
tered and which skills he or she has not
mastered. But in a group testing situation,
the examiner is not able explicitly to tell
each examinee about these skills. In an in-
dividual testing situation with the sandwich
format, it is possible to provide explicit
feedback, should the examiner decide to
give it.

In the cake format, the examiner presents
a sequence of progressively more challenging
tasks, but after the presentation of each task,
the examiner gives the test-taker feedback,
continuing with this feedback in successive
iterations until the examinee either solves
the problem or gives up. Testing thus joins
with instruction, and the test-taker’s ability
to learn is quantified while he or she learns.

The third difference between static and
dynamic assessment pertains to the quality
of the examiner—examinee relationship. In
static testing, the examiner attempts to be as
neutral and as uninvolved as possible to-

ward the examinee. The examiner wants to
have good rapport, but nothing more. In-
volvement beyond good rapport risks the in-
troduction of error of measurement. In dy-
namic assessment, the assessment situation
and the type of examiner—examinee relation-
ship are modified from the one-way tradi-
tional setting of the conventional psycho-
metric approach to form a two-way,
interactive relationship between the exam-
iner and the examinee.

In individual dynamic assessment, this
tester—testee interaction is individualized for
each child: The conventional attitude of neu-
trality is thus replaced by an atmosphere of
teaching and helping. In group dynamic as-
sessment using the sandwich format, the ex-
aminer is still helpful, although at a group
rather than an individual level. The exam-
iner is giving instruction in order to help the
examinees improve on the posttest. As in the
individual assessment format, he or she is
anything but neutral.

Thus, dynamic assessment is based on the
link between testing and intervention, and
examines the processes of learning, as well
as its products. By embedding learning in
evaluation, dynamic assessment assumes
that the examinee can start at the “zero (or
almost zero) point” of having certain devel-
oped skills to be assessed, and that teaching
will provide all the necessary information
for mastery of the assessed skills. In other
words, what is assessed, in theory, is not just
previously acquired skills, but the capacity
to master, apply, and reapply skills taught in
the dynamic assessment situation. In prac-
tice, results of dynamic assessments can be
affected by many things, such as match be-
tween tester and test-taker, sensitivity of the
tester to the test-taker, the tester’s expecta-
tions for the child, and so forth. Thus, the
tests may be less than perfect. The view of
dynamic tests as measuring learning skills at
the time of test underlies the use of the term
test of learning potential, which is often ap-
plied to dynamic assessment.

In a study near Bagamoyo, Tanzania, we
investigated dynamic tests administered to
children. Although dynamic tests have been
developed for a number of purposes (see
Grigorenko & Sternberg, 1998; Sternberg &
Grigorenko, 2002a), one of our particular
purposes was to look at how dynamic test-
ing affects score patterns. In particular, we
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developed more or less conventional mea-
sures but administered them in a dynamic
format. In an experimental group, first, stu-
dents took a pretest. Then they received a
short period of instruction (generally no
more than 10-15 minutes) on how to im-
prove their performance in the expertise
measured by these tests. Then the children
took a posttest. In a control group, children
took the pretest and posttest but did not re-
ceive instruction in between.

A first finding was that the correlation be-
tween pretest and posttest scores, although
statistically significant, was relatively weak
(about .3) in the experimental group but
strong (about .8) in the control group. In
other words, even a short period of instruc-
tion fairly drastically changed the rank or-
ders of the students on the test.

We again interpret these results in terms
of the model of abilities as developing com-
petencies and expertise. The Tanzanian stu-
dents had developed very little expertise in
the skills required to take American-style in-
telligence tests. Thus, even a short interven-
tion could have a fairly substantial effect on
their scores. When the students developed
somewhat more of this test-taking expertise
through a short intervention, their scores
changed and became more reflective of their
true capabilities for cognitive work.

Sometimes the expertise children learn
that is relevant for in-school tests may actu-
ally hurt them on conventional ability tests.
In one example, we studied the development
of children’s analogical reasoning in a coun-
try day school, where teachers taught in
English in the morning and in Hebrew in the
afternoon (Sternberg & Rifkin, 1979). We
found a number of second-grade students
who got no problems right on our test. They
would have seemed, on the surface, to be
rather stupid. We discovered the reason why,
however. We had tested in the afternoon,
and in the afternoon, the children always
read in Hebrew. So they read our problems
from right to left, and got them all wrong.
The expertise that served them so well in
their normal environment utterly failed them
on the test.

Our sample was of upper-middle-class
children who, in a year or two, would know
better. But imagine what happens with other
children in less supportive environments
who develop kinds of expertise that may

serve them well in their family or commu-
nity lives or even school life, but not on the
tests. They will appear to be stupid, rather
than lacking the kinds of expertise the tests
measure.

Greenfield (1997), who has done a num-
ber of studies in a variety of cultures, found
that the kinds of test-taking expertise as-
sumed to be universal in the United States
and other Western countries are by no
means universal. She found, for example,
that children in Mayan cultures (and proba-
bly in other highly collectivist cultures as
well) were puzzled when they were not al-
lowed to collaborate with parents or others
on test questions. In the United States, of
course, such collaboration would be viewed
as cheating. But in a collectivist culture,
someone who had not developed this kind
of collaborative expertise, and moreover,
someone who did not use it, would be per-
ceived as lacking important adaptive skills
(see also Laboratory of Comparative Hu-
man Cognition, 1982).

CONCLUSIONS

Intelligence tests measure developing compe-
tencies, and these developing competencies
can be transformed into the development of
expertise. Tests can be created that favor the
kinds of developing expertise formed in any
kind of cultural or subcultural milieu. Those
who have created conventional tests of abili-
ties have tended to value the kinds of skills
most valued by Western schools. This sys-
tem of valuing is understandable, given that
Binet and Simon (19085) first developed in-
telligence tests for the purpose of predicting
school performance. Moreover, these skills
are important in school and in life. But in
the modern world, the conception of abili-
ties as fixed or even as predetermined is an
anachronism. Moreover, our research and
that of others (reviewed more extensively in
Sternberg, 1997) shows that the set of abili-
ties assessed by conventional tests measures
only a small portion of the kinds of develop-
ing expertise that are relevant for life suc-
cess. It is for this reason that conventional
tests predict only about 10% of individual
difference variation in various measures of
success in adult life (Herrnstein & Murray,
1994).
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Not all cultures value equally the kinds of
expertise measured by these tests. In a study
comparing Latino, Asian, and Anglo subcul-
tures in California, for example, we found
that Latino parents valued social kinds of
expertise as more important to intelligence
than did Asian and Anglo parents, who
more valued cognitive kinds of expertise
(Okagaki & Sternberg, 1993). Predictably,
teachers also more valued cognitive kinds of
expertise, with the result that the Anglo and
Asian children would be expected to do
better in school, and did. Of course, cogni-
tive expertise matters in school and in life,
but so does social expertise. Both need to be
taught in the school and the home to all chil-
dren. This latter kind of expertise may be-
come even more important in the work-
place. Until we expand our notions of
abilities and recognize that when we mea-
sure them, we are measuring developing
forms of expertise, we will risk consigning
many potentially excellent contributors to
our society to bleak futures. We will also be
potentially overvaluing students with exper-
tise for success in a certain kind of school-
ing, but not necessarily with equal expertise
for success later in life.
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CHAPTER 3
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An Implicit Motive Perspective
on Competence

OLIVER C. SCHULTHEISS
JOACHIM C. BRUNSTEIN

n this chapter, we approach the compe-
Itence construct from the perspective of a
person’s motive dispositions. We first pro-
vide a short review of how nonconscious
(i.e., implicit) motives differ from self-
attributed (i.e., explicit) motives in terms of
measurement, operating characteristics, and
predictive validity. We then turn to approach
and avoidance aspects of implicit achieve-
ment motivation, portray some key mea-
sures of implicit achievement motivation, re-
view how achievement motivation is formed
through mastery experiences in early child-
hood, and discuss how implicit achievement
motivation is related to the effectiveness,
success, and ability aspects of competence.
In closing, we make the case for the concept
of motivational competence, that is, the abil-
ity to make one’s explicit and implicit mo-
tives congruent.

31

IMPLICIT AND
SELF-ATTRIBUTED MOTIVES

When examining the role of achievement
motivation in the development and expres-
sion of competence, it is important to keep
in mind that motives can be assessed in two
fundamentally different ways that tap differ-
ent constructs and predict different types of
outcomes. When McClelland, Atkinson,
Clark, and Lowell (1953) started their pio-
neering work, published as The Achieve-
ment Motive, their research was based on
the premise that people may have no or
only very limited insight into what moti-
vates their behavior (cf. McClelland, 1984;
see also LeDoux, 2002; Wilson, 2002).
McClelland and colleagues (1953) therefore
decided to assess motivational dispositions
indirectly by analyzing fantasy stories writ-



32 II. CENTRAL CONSTRUCTS

ten in response to ambiguous picture cues
akin to Morgan and Murray’s (1935) The-
matic Apperception Test instead of asking
participants directly about their level of
achievement motivation. The story-coding
approach (which eventually became known
as the Picture Story Exercise, or PSE, tech-
nique) turned out to be a sensitive and valid
measure of achievement motivation: It re-
sponded strongly to experimental arousal of
achievement motivation (e.g., through suc-
cess feedback, failure feedback, or a combi-
nation of both) on various performance
tasks, and it predicted achievement-related
behaviors such as number of anagrams
solved or arithmetic operations completed.
Based on their findings, McClelland et al.
(1953) defined the achievement motive as a
recurrent need to improve one’s skills and do
well according to a standard of excellence,
and this need is manifested in PSE stories as
themes of (1) competing with a standard of
excellence, (2) unique accomplishments, and
(3) long-term involvement in achievement
goals. This PSE measure of achievement mo-
tivation was termed need (or n) Achieve-
ment.

Because doubts were raised about the PSE
motive measure’s reliability and validity
(e.g., Entwisle, 1972; Lazarus, 1961; but see
Atkinson, 1981) and also because picture
story assessment of implicit motives is com-
paratively laborious, other researchers de-
veloped questionnaires aimed at tapping
into the same motive dispositions as the PSE.
For instance, the widely used Personality Re-
search Form (PRF; Jackson, 1984) contains
an achievement scale, with items such as “I
will not be satisfied until I am the best in my
field of work” or “My goal is to do at least a
little bit more than anyone else has done be-
fore,” which, at face value, assess a concern
with excellence and achievement that is very
similar to what McClelland et al. (1953)
described as the core of achievement motiva-
tion. Other prominent achievement motiva-
tion questionnaires include the Mehrabian
Achievement Risk Preference Scale (Meh-
rabian, 1968), which measures the behavior-
al correlates of high achievement motivation
identified in work with the #» Achievement
measure, and Gjesme and Nygard’s (1970)
Achievement Motivation Scale, which
gauges individuals’ affective responses to
achievement successes and failures.

In light of the immense care that research-
ers have taken to construct questionnaire
measures of achievement motivation that
closely correspond to the contents and cor-
relates of the original 7 Achievement coding
system, it is particularly striking that across
hundreds of studies over the years, question-
naire and PSE motive measures have shown
little to no variance overlap. For instance,
Spangler (1992) found in a meta-analysis of
studies using questionnaire- and PSE-based
measures of achievement motivation that the
former shared less than 3% variance with
the latter. This means that individuals’ »
Achievement scores are essentially indepen-
dent of their endorsement of achievement-
oriented statements on questionnaire mea-
sures of achievement motivation. Common
responses by proponents of either measure-
ment approach have included glossing over
the lack of overlap between questionnaires
and the PSE, ignoring the “other” measure,
or questioning its reliability and validity. We
agree with Koestner and MecClelland’s
(1990) view that it has been a mistake to call
by the same name (i.e., “achievement mo-
tive”) two measures that show no substan-
tial overlap with each other, because this er-
roneously suggests that both represent the
same underlying construct (for related argu-
ments, see also Kagan, 1994), and that a
more straightforward interpretation of the
lacking overlap is to assume that the mea-
sures tap two qualitatively different types of
motivation. This view was further elabo-
rated by McClelland, Koestner, and
Weinberger (1989), who posited that two
different types of motives coexist within the
person: implicit motives, which operate
nonconsciously and are captured by the PSE,
and self-attributed (or explicit) motives,
which reflect facets of a person’s language-
based, consciously accessible self-concept
and can be assessed with self-report mea-
sures.

McClelland et al. (1989) also specified the
sources of implicit and explicit motives, the
types of incentives implicit and explicit mo-
tives respond to, and the classes of behavior
they affect most strongly. Implicit motives
are hypothesized to be based on affective
preferences, that is, on the capacity to ex-
perience the consummation of a motive-
specific incentive as rewarding and pleasur-
able (cf. Brunstein, Schultheiss & Griss-
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mann, 1998; McClelland et al., 1953). This
capacity is at the core of three major func-
tions of implicit motives: They select, orient,
and energize behavior (McClelland, 1987).
Through processes of Pavlovian, instrumen-
tal, and episodic learning, cues, behaviors,
and contexts that were associated with plea-
surable incentive attainment are learned and
retained (selecting function; cf. Schultheiss
& Rohde, 2002; Woike, 1995). Cues and
contexts that have been associated with in-
centive attainment in turn are more likely to
capture the individual’s attention in the fu-
ture (orienting function; cf. Atkinson &
Walker, 1958) and to invigorate behaviors
aimed at reinstating the rewarding goal state
(energizing function; cf. McClelland et al.,
1953; Schultheiss & Brunstein, 1999). Im-
plicit motives’ effect on learning, attentional
orienting, and behavioral energization is au-
tomatic and neither represented in nor ruled
by conscious awareness. This is why the
PSE, which taps into the cues and contexts
that automatically arouse motivation, as
well as the behaviors that aim at incentive
attainment (Heckhausen, 1991), is more
suitable for assessing implicit motives than
self-report instruments.

McClelland et al. (1989) hypothesized
that explicit motives, in contrast, are linked
to the goals and expectations that are nor-
mative for a particular group (e.g., family,
peers, society) and that thus focus the indi-
vidual’s decisions and behaviors on what the
group deems important and desirable. To
some extent, explicit motives may also arise
from the individual observing her or his own
behavior (e.g., “I get straight As; therefore, I
must be achievement-motivated”) or feed-
back from others about their perceptions of
one’s own behavior (cf. Kagan, 1994;
Schultheiss & Brunstein, 2002). Explicit mo-
tives are part of the individual’s self-related,
verbally represented knowledge and can be
assessed through self-report. According to
McClelland et al. (1989), explicit motives
guide voluntary goal setting and thus can ei-
ther channel the expression of implicit mo-
tives into certain contexts and behaviors or
even override motivational impulses, which
increases both the flexibility and the stability
of human behavior beyond what is feasible
for other species (e.g., going to the dentist
despite one’s knowledge of what will happen
there, or learning for an exam despite the

lure of a night at the movies with one’s
friends; cf. Muraven, Tice, & Baumeister,
1998; Schultheiss, 2001a). Thus, a crucial
difference between implicit and explicit
motives is that the former motivate and the
latter channel (or regulate) goal-directed
behavior.

Implicit and explicit motives also differ in
the types of incentive cues to which they re-
spond. McClelland et al. (1989) have argued
that implicit motives respond to task-
intrinsic (or activity) incentives, that is, to
the pleasure of working on a challenging
task, in the case of achievement motivation.
Explicit motives, in contrast, respond to
social-extrinsic incentives, that is, to salient
external demands and social norms as re-
flected in, for instance, an experimenter’s in-
structions or others’ performance on a task.
Thus, a person who scores high on a ques-
tionnaire measure of achievement motiva-
tion should be particularly sensitive to in-
structions highlighting the importance of
excellent performance on a task (a demand)
or how well others have done on a similar
task (a social norm). Recent research also
suggests that implicit motives, including the
achievement motive, are more likely to re-
spond to nonverbal incentive cues than to
verbal-symbolic stimuli (cf. Klinger, 1967;
Schultheiss, 2001a; Schultheiss & Brunstein,
1999, 2002).

Finally, implicit and explicit motives influ-
ence different types of behavior. McClelland
et al. (1989) have argued that implicit mo-
tives affect operant behavior, that is, behav-
ior that occurs spontaneously and without
elicitation by any identifiable stimulus,
whereas explicit motives generate respon-
dent behavior, that is, behavior that is dis-
played in response to identifiable stimuli.
While we are not ruling out that behavior
driven by implicit motives can occur sponta-
neously, McClelland et al.’s distinction is, in
our view, contradicted by the empirical find-
ing that implicit motives are differentially re-
sponsive to different, clearly identifiable
stimuli (as can be most clearly seen on the
PSE; cf. Schultheiss & Brunstein, 2001) and
is also at odds with the notion that motives
operate in part by learning to associate spe-
cific cues with incentive attainment, and by
orienting attention to such incentive cues.
We therefore offer an alternative distinction
that we deem to be more valid and heuristi-
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cally fruitful. We suggest that implicit mo-
tives are particularly likely to show an effect
on procedural measures of motivation (i.e.,
measures that tap a person’s know-how in
operating on his or her environment),
whereas explicit motives and goals have a
stronger influence on declarative measures
of motivation (i.e., measures that assess a
person’s self-related “knowing that,” or her
or his attitudes, judgments, and decisions;
cf. deCharms, Morrison, Reitman, &
McClelland, 1955).

Let us illustrate the difference between im-
plicit and explicit motives, the incentives
they respond to, and the types of behavior
they affect with a recent study by Brunstein
and Hoyer (2002). In this experiment, 88
students first completed a PSE measure (im-
plicit) and a questionnaire measure (explicit)
of achievement motivation, and then
worked on a mental concentration task that
required them to respond as quickly as pos-
sible to various stimuli presented on a com-
puter screen. After each block of stimulus
presentations, they received graphical feed-
back about their performance (1) relative to
their performance on a previous block (self-
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referenced feedback) and (2) relative to
the performance of “previous participants”
(norm-referenced feedback). Direction of
performance feedback (ascending or de-
scending, relative to one’s own previous per-
formance or others’ performance) was var-
ied independently for self- and norm-
referenced feedback. After the sixth block of
the mental concentration task, participants
could decide whether they wanted to con-
tinue or switch to a different task, unrelated
to achievement. Dependent variables were
participants’ average response time (reflect-
ing energization and thus representing a pro-
cedural measure of motivation) and their de-
cision to continue the mental concentration
task (a declarative measure of motivation).

Results revealed that implicit and explicit
measures of achievement motivation not
only had little overlap (r = .08), but that they
also predicted different outcomes in re-
sponse to different incentive cues. As de-
picted in Figure 3.1 (Panel A), implicit
achievement motivation, in conjunction
with self-referenced feedback, was a signifi-
cant predictor of response speed. After base-
line response speed was controlled for, high

100 —
90 —
80 —
70 —
60 —
50 —
40 —
30 —
20 —
10 —
0 1 | |
-2 -1 0 1 2
Self-Attributed Need for Achievement (z)

Norm-referenced feedback
—— Descending
- - - Ascending

Likelihood of Task Continuation (%)

FIGURE 3.1. Effects of implicit and self-attributed achievement motives on procedural and declarative
measures of motivation. Panel A: Joint effect of self-referenced feedback and 7 Achievement (PSE) on
students’ response speed. A descending pattern of self-referenced feedback sped up response latencies of
students high in 7 Achievement. Panel B: Joint effect of norm-referenced feedback and the self-attributed
achievement motive (values questionnaire) on students’ task continuation. Students high in the self-
attributed achievement motive were most likely to continue with the test task if they were exposed to a
descending pattern of norm-referenced feedback. Adapted from Brunstein and Hoyer (2002, p. 58).
Copyright 2002 by Verlag Hans Huber. Adapted by permission.
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levels of n Achievement were predictive of
significantly faster response times after feed-
back indicating performance decreases (pr =
—.33) than after feedback indicating perfor-
mance increases (pr = .27). However, im-
plicit achievement motivation failed to pre-
dict, either by itself or in interaction with
self-referenced or norm-referenced feedback,
participants’ decision to continue with the
task, which depended on their explicit
achievement motivation and norm-refer-
enced feedback. As shown in Panel B of Fig-
ure 3.1, under conditions of descending
norm-referenced feedback, participants who
considered themselves to be achievement-
motivated were much more likely to con-
tinue the task than individuals who did not
place much value on achievement (r = .46).
In the presence of ascending norm-refer-
enced feedback, explicit achievement moti-
vation had no detectable impact on task
continuation (r = —.05). Importantly, explicit
achievement motivation, either by itself or in
interaction with the feedback variables, did
not predict participants’ response speed.

These findings support McClelland et al.’s
(1989) basic claims: First, not only do im-
plicit motive measures show little overlap
with explicit motive measures but they also
respond to different kinds of incentive cues
and affect different kinds of behavior. And
second, implicit motives are the primary
source of motivational energy, whereas ex-
plicit motives serve a predominantly regula-
tory or channeling function for behavior.
Note that the latter claim can only be tested
in a straightforward fashion in studies that,
like Brunstein and Hoyer’s (2002), employ
measures of both implicit and explicit mo-
tives, that vary incentive cues independently
for implicit and explicit motives, and, most
importantly, that allow one to distinguish
between motivational and decisional aspects
of behavior at the dependent-variable level.
Where these conditions have been fulfilled in
past research, findings very similar to those
of Brunstein and Hoyer were obtained (e.g.,
Biernat, 1989; deCharms et al., 1955).

In the following sections dealing with the
link between achievement motivation and
competence, we focus our discussion on
findings obtained with implicit motive mea-
sures, because, consistent with McClelland
et al.’s (1989) model of motivation, we con-
sider implicit motives to provide the primary

source of motivational energy for the actual
development of competence, whereas ex-
plicit motives are more likely to serve a
channeling role and to determine in which
life domain a person seeks to become com-
petent (cf. French & Lesser, 1964). In addi-
tion, the relationship between explicit
achievement motivation and competence has
received extensive coverage in recent reviews
(e.g., Bong & Skaalvik, 2003; Spence, 1983;
Zanobini & Usai, 2002), whereas reviews
dealing specifically with implicit achieve-
ment motivation are comparatively scarce
(for the most recent exception, see Koestner
& McClelland, 1990) and the topic there-
fore deserves a fresh look.

APPROACH AND AVOIDANCE MODES
OF ACHIEVEMENT MOTIVATION

As soon as the original # Achievement scor-
ing system was developed, it was noted that
there are two aspects to achievement moti-
vation, hope of success (HS) and fear of fail-
ure (FF), that show up in subtle differences
in achievement imagery on PSE stories, as
well as in behavior observed in the labora-
tory and the field (Clark, Teevan, &
Ricciuti, 1958; McClelland et al., 1953).
However, it seems to us that researchers
never fully came to grips with the double-
facedness of achievement motivation and
particularly with the nature of its fear-of-
failure component (but see Elliot &
Covington, 2001). Before we go on to de-
scribe the measures that have been devel-
oped to assess HS and FF, the problems as-
sociated with them, and some of the findings
obtained with them, we therefore first take a
closer look at issues of approach and avoid-
ance within the domain of implicit achieve-
ment motivation.

We believe that it is informative to exam-
ine approach and avoidance motivation
within a learning psychology framework. In
the following, we consider the simplified
case that an individual either does or does
not display a goal-directed behavior (e.g., a
rat pressing a bar or a human showing
achievement-related behavior), and that the
individual can either be punished (e.g., by
foot shock or social disapproval) or re-
warded (e.g., by food or warmth and praise)
as a consequence, which yields the four mo-
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tivational modes depicted in Table 3.1. With
the exception of the case that an organism is
rewarded for doing nothing (which rarely
happens and goes against the grain of phylo-
genetic learning and the brain’s incentive-
seeking systems; cf. Panksepp, 1998), we
consider each, starting with the case of ac-
tive approach and moving clockwise
through Table 3.1.

The most straightforward case is that a
goal-directed behavior is displayed and leads
to contact with a positive incentive, which
will make the behavior more likely to be
emitted in similar future situations. The mo-
tivational mode induced by this contingency
is active approach, and the paradigmatic ex-
ample from the learning psychologist’s labo-
ratory is the rat that learns that pressing a
bar in the presence of certain discriminative
stimuli (e.g., a red light) will provide access
to food. After the initial association between
bar pressing, discriminative stimulus, and
food has been formed, the rat will press the
bar more frequently and vigorously in the
future, provided that the proper discrimina-
tive cues are present. In the case of a human
who for the first time tackles a challenging
task (the paradigmatic example from the
achievement motivation literature), success-

ful mastery of the task may already provide
a sense of satisfaction by itself and hence be
rewarding. As we discuss later, there is also
evidence that warmth and praise for a task
well done can have rewarding value. In ei-
ther case, the person will form a HS motive,
which makes him or her more likely to seek
out and try to master challenging tasks in
the future. As in the animal experiment,
discriminative stimuli typically come to play
a pivotal role. If the original mastery experi-
ence occurred in the context of solving a
puzzle, the person will be more likely to seek
further mastery experiences in other puzzles;
if it was learning a piece on the piano, then
other piano pieces are particularly promising
candidates for further mastery experiences.
Over time and through stimulus generaliza-
tion, the person may extend her or his HS
motive to other tasks and situations. This
should not blind us to the fact, however, that
some activities and situations (e.g., working
on a challenging task) will always be more
suitable than others (e.g., watching TV) for
achieving a sense of mastery and thus more
likely to be included in the learning process.
It is noteworthy that the active approach
mode of achievement motivation, HS, seems
to be supported by what Gray (1971) has

TABLE 3.1. Comparison of Effects of Reward and Punishment on Motivation and Behavioral Changes
in Animal Learning Studies and on the Development of Achievement Motivation in Humans

Contingency

Behavior Reward Punishment

Displayed Active approach Passive avoidance
Behavior displayed more frequently Behavior suppressed
Rat presses bar to get food Rat stops bar pressing to avoid shock
Person works on challenging tasks to get ~ Person stops working on challenging tasks to
praise, mastery satisfaction avoid negative consequences (e.g., ridicule,

disrupted relationships)

Achievement motive: hope of success Achievement motive: low (fear of success)
Mesolimbic dopamine system Septohippocampal system

Not (passive approach) Active avoidance

displayed Behavior displayed more frequently

Rat presses bar to avoid shock

Person works on challenging tasks to avoid
negative consequences (e.g., scolding for
dependency, lack of effort)

Achievement motive: fear of failure
Mesolimbic dopamine system
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termed the Behavioral Approach System
(BAS), which is rooted in the mesolimbic—
mesocortical dopamine system and its struc-
tures (e.g., the nucleus accumbens), and ini-
tiates behavioral activation and approach
behavior upon contact with stimuli predict-
ing reward. Evidence for a connection be-
tween the BAS and HS comes from a study
by Baumler (1975), who administered a do-
pamine agonist, which increases dopamine
transmission in, and thus activates, the BAS,
to one group of participants, a dopamine an-
tagonist, which decreases dopamine trans-
mission in, and thus deactivates, the BAS, to
another group, and a placebo to a third
group. He then administered a PSE to all
participants and analyzed their stories for
HS imagery with Heckhausen’s (1963) cod-
ing system, which allows separation of HS
and FF imagery (see below). Baumler found
that stories written by participants in the do-
pamine agonist condition contained the
most HS imagery, stories written by placebo
condition participants contained medium
levels of HS imagery, and stories written by
participants in the dopamine antagonist con-
dition contained the least HS imagery. This
suggests that the approach mode of achieve-
ment motivation is mediated in part by a
brain system whose role in various types of
approach motivation (e.g., food, sex, affilia-
tion) has been thoroughly studied and docu-
mented in mammals (for an overview, see
Panksepp, 1998).

Moving on to the next quadrant of Table
3.1, we find the case that the display of a
goal-directed specific behavior is followed
by punishment, which decreases the occur-
rence of the behavior in the future and thus
describes the motivational mode of passive
avoidance, in which an organism tries to
dodge negative incentives by inhibiting a
behavior. The paradigmatic illustration from
the learning laboratory is the rat that learns
to stop bar pressing in the presence of spe-
cific discriminatory stimuli, because bar
pressing then reliably produces foot shock.
The parallel example for the domain of
achievement motivation in humans would
be the case of a person encountering nega-
tive consequences after successfully master-
ing a task (e.g., ridicule or jealousy and re-
sentment by others). As a consequence, the
person’s motivation to try similar challeng-
ing tasks in the future will be reduced and he

or she may come to suppress the impulse to
achieve and master, particularly when faced
with achievement-related cues. Thus, the
person should be motivated by a fear of suc-
cess (FS). In the PSE, this fear should be evi-
dent in a peculiar absence of achievement-
related imagery, particularly in response to
pictures that typically elicit at least a moder-
ate amount of achievement fantasies. In
other words, FS is the antimotive of HS, and
a person can either be high in one or the
other, but not both. In support of this no-
tion, Karabenick (1977) found that individ-
uals whose PSE stories were largely devoid
of achievement imagery scored high on Hor-
ner’s (cf. Horner & Fleming, 1992) FS mea-
sure, which codes for a preoccupation with
negative consequences of one’s actions, the
maintenance of harmonious relationships
with others, relief from anxiety, and a gen-
eral absence of any competent instrumental
activity toward the attainment of a goal. Al-
though little is known about the brain sub-
strates associated with FS, we would tenta-
tively identify this mode of achievement
motivation with Gray’s (1971) Behavioral
Inhibition System, a brain network that re-
sponds with the inhibition of behavior to
stimuli predicting punishment.

The third and final quadrant of theoreti-
cal interest presents the case in which the ab-
sence of a particular behavior results in pun-
ishment, which increases the likelihood that
the behavior is displayed in the future. The
motivational mode associated with this kind
of learning is one of active avoidance, in
which the individual tries to cope pro-
actively with an imminent threat. To the ex-
tent that one’s goal-directed behavior reli-
ably eliminates the occurrence of the
punishment, active avoidance can be a par-
ticularly stable mode of dealing with specific
situations, as animal experiments show. For
instance, Solomon and Wynne (1953)
trained dogs to jump from one compartment
to another as soon as a stimulus signaling
impending foot shock appeared. Remark-
ably, most dogs not only learned to avoid
shock by jumping to the safe compartment
within very few trials but also were amaz-
ingly resistant to extinction: Some continued
to traverse over to the safe compartment
upon presentation of the warning signal for
more than 600 trials! Equally remarkably,
they quickly ceased to show any sign of fear
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after they had learned how to cope with the
threat of shock. For these and many similar
findings, Gray (1971) has offered the fol-
lowing explanation: The stimulus associated
with nonshock (e.g., the safe compartment
in Solomon and Wynne’s study) takes on the
meaning of a safety signal that has a reward-
ing effect on avoidance behavior. And as
long as the safety signal remains associated
with the absence of punishment, it does not
lose its validity and thus retains its reward-
ing effects. Indeed, there is also strong, but
often overlooked, evidence that the
mesolimbic-mesocortical dopamine system,
where Gray localizes the BAS, is activated by
stressors, but only if the organism can cope
with them through active behavior (i.e.,
behavior that helps bring about safety and
relief) and not if they require suppression
of behavior (i.e., passive avoidance; cf.
Salamone, 1994).

What does this mean for the active avoid-
ance mode of achievement motivation? We
would argue that individuals who have been
punished (e.g., through criticism or parental
disapproval) for not taking on or failing to
master a challenging task will learn to mas-
ter the challenge in order to avoid similar
punishments in the future. In the process,
the successful mastery of the task acquires
the properties of a rewarding safety signal,
which should maintain the person’s motiva-
tion to achieve as long as it remains associ-
ated with the absence of punishment. As a
consequence, FF should give rise to observ-
able achievement-oriented behavior, both in
the real world and in the form of scorable
achievement imagery in PSE stories. Thus,
individuals high in FF should share with in-
dividuals high in HS a preference for mas-
tery experiences, although for different rea-
sons and through sometimes different
behavioral means and strategies. It seems
noteworthy in this context that Biaumler
(1975) found that dopamine antagonists,
which decrease BAS activation, also reduce
the amount of FF imagery in participants’
PSE stories relative to the placebo group,
which is exactly what we would predict
based on Gray’s model and our suggestion
that the pleasure of mastery (HS) and the re-
lief that comes with mastery (FF) should
both elicit approach motivation. Thus, un-
like fear of success, FF and HS are function-
ally compatible, because both have as their

goal the mastery of challenging tasks, but we
also predict that they should represent
largely independent constructs, because dif-
ferent kinds of learning experiences (reward
for mastery or punishment for failure to
master a task) give rise to them.

In summary, then, we argue that achieve-
ment motivation has one approach mode
but two fundamentally different avoidance
modes (active and passive). In the remainder
of this chapter, we conceive of HS as a mo-
tive to get pleasure by mastering a challeng-
ing task, FF as a motive to gain relief from
punishment by mastering a challenge, and
FS as a motive to avoid challenging tasks
and the cues associated with them alto-
gether. Based on the findings we have
sketched out, we expect HS to produce in
PSE stories imagery related to wanting, and
working toward, success at challenging
tasks, FF to produce imagery related to
wanting and working to avoid failure at
challenging tasks, and FS to be marked by
the absence of achievement imagery in re-
sponse to achievement-related picture cues.
Thus, our view of avoidance in the context
of achievement motivation is very similar to
Heckhausen’s (1986): “The fear-of-failure
motive has turned out to have a double- or
even multi-faceted nature—to say the least.
One facet is coping- and approach-oriented,
the other fearful and avoiding” (p. 13). In
the following we provide a short review of
measures of avoidance modes of achieve-
ment motivation that have been developed
by researchers working in the field of im-
plicit motives and evaluate them on the basis
of our approach-avoidance framework.

MEASURES OF
THE AVOIDANCE MODES
OF ACHIEVEMENT MOTIVATION

One of the first systematic attempts to assess
HS and achievement avoidance motivation
separately was made by Atkinson and his
colleagues, who used McClelland et al.’s
(1953) original # Achievement measure to
assess a person’s tendency to approach suc-
cess, and Mandler and Sarason’s (1952) Test
Anxiety Questionnaire (TAQ) to assess the
person’s tendency to avoid failure. Because
Atkinson conceived of this avoidance ten-
dency as passive avoidance and thus the mir-
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ror image of HS in its effects on task choice
and behavior (cf. Atkinson & Birch, 1970),
he often used a measure of the difference be-
tween participants’ 7 Achievement scores
and their TAQ scores in his research.
Heckhausen (1986) had the following to say
about this approach:

Even more disquieting is the habit of American
researchers to use the Test Anxiety Question-
naire (Mandler & Sarason, 1952), or one of its
equivalents, as the fear-of-failure component in
the resultant motive equation of hope-of-
success minus fear-of-failure. Because test anx-
iety is indicative of self-perceived lower or in-
adequate ability, the fear-of-failure component
in most American research is contaminated
with perceived low ability, as Nicholls (1984)
has rightly pointed out. This contamination
might by itself devalue a large part of the risk-
taking literature. (p. 13)

And Covington and Roberts (1994) re-
marked about the frequent use of hope—fear
difference measures in Atkinson’s research:

Not only does this treatment of data disregard
the possibility of conflicting tendencies, but it
also renders ambiguous the meaning of the
zero point midway between high avoidance
and high approach. Does it represent the com-
plete absence of motivation or simply the re-
sult of canceling two extreme motives? Obvi-
ously genuine indifference is not the same,
psychologically, as apparent indifference in
which placidity may mask extreme and oppo-
site forces held in uneasy check. (p. 161)

We agree with Heckhausen’s (1986) and
Covington and Roberts’s (1994) judgments
about the problems associated with At-
kinson’s approach and would only add that
by today’s state of knowledge about the fun-
damental differences between implicit and
explicit measures of motivation, the calcula-
tion of a difference score between a PSE
measure and a questionnaire measure repre-
sents a forced marriage between incommen-
surable assessment instruments (see also
Heckhausen, 1991).

A second approach to the assessment of
fear of failure was presented by Birney,
Burdick and Teevan (1969) in the form of a
scoring system for Hostile Press (HP). The
HP measure was developed based on arousal
studies in which participants were frustrated
in a variety of tasks such as public speaking,

dart throwing, or speed reading. Many of
these tasks involved performance in front of
a group or under the scrutiny of an “expert”
and thus created a situation in which partici-
pants’ performance was socially evaluated.
Compared to PSE stories written under con-
trol conditions, stories written under what
Birney et al. described as fear-of-failure con-
ditions were characterized by themes of crit-
icism for one’s actions, legal or judicial retal-
iation for one’s actions, deprivation of
affiliative relationships, vague environmen-
tal threats, and assaults on one’s well-being.
Thus, stories written under aroused condi-
tions did not directly express any fear of fail-
ure, but instead portrayed the environment
as exerting hostile pressure and threatening
a person’s self-esteem. The HP measure was
validated extensively (cf. Birney et al.,
1969). The following findings emerged from
the validation studies: First, HP correlates
slightly negatively with McClelland et al.’s
(1953) original # Achievement measure. Sec-
ond, high-HP individuals avoid achievement
situations if they can but work very hard to
do well if they cannot avoid an achievement
situation (as reflected by the consistently
better grades of high-HP students at all age
levels). Third, high-HP individuals are more
likely to bend to group pressure and are less
likely to play competitive games against
other individuals. Thus, HP seems to cap-
ture both passive avoidance (shunning
achievement situations; low # Achievement
scores) and active avoidance (working hard
to do well on achievement tasks) aspects of
achievement motivation. Another ambiguity
of the HP system results from the measure’s
substantial overlap with 7 Affiliation, partic-
ularly its fear-of-rejection aspect and, we
suspect, its overlap with n Power, because
many of the hostile actions of the environ-
ment against a story protagonist could also
be scored as power imagery. Thus, it re-
mains unclear to what extent the findings
obtained with the HP measure represent
unique effects of FF (active avoidance) or FS
(passive avoidance), and to what extent they
could also be explained on the basis of
power and affiliation motivation.

The third major attempt to develop a fear-
of-failure measure was presented by
Heckhausen (1963; see Schultheiss, 2001b,
for a translation). Heckhausen tried to over-
come several shortcomings of McClelland et
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al’s (1953) n Achievement measure. First,
McClelland et al. noted in their original
work that in addition to containing many
purely success-oriented scoring categories,
the #n Achievement coding system also cap-
tures some aspects of FF (likely due to the
failure feedback that these researchers used
to arouse achievement motivation in some
experimental groups), and that HS and FF
should be assessed separately in the further
development of measures of achievement
motivation. Second, some of the z Achieve-
ment coding categories (e.g., Nurturing
Press) were infrequent and often did not val-
idly discriminate between individuals high
and low in achievement motivation. Third,
with hindsight, it seems that the original »
Achievement system also captured some as-
pects of power motivation (e.g., by scoring
imagery related to beating others; cf.
Heckhausen, 1963; Winter, 1973), presum-
ably because some of the arousal conditions
stressed the importance of leadership ability,
and affiliation motivation (by including a
scoring category for Nurturing Press, that is,
the presence of others who help a story char-
acter reach an achievement goal), and that it
therefore was not a pure-bred measure of
achievement motivation.

Heckhausen (1963) tried to solve these
problems in his new coding system by (1)
dropping invalid coding categories, (2) nar-
rowing the focus of the coding system to
achievement imagery proper and excluding
imagery related to power or affiliation, and
(3) making the HS-FF distinction the cor-
nerstone of his system. Heckhausen adopted
most of the original 7 Achievement scoring
categories (need, instrumental activity, goal
anticipation, outcome, outcome-related af-
fect), but he defined them separately for HS
(wanting to do well on a task) and FF (want-
ing to avoid failing at a task), and added a
social evaluation category to each (praise for
success and criticism for failure).

The resulting coding system yields sepa-
rate scores for HS and FF, and thus allows
the study of separate and conjoint effects of
both components of achievement motivation
on behavior. HS and FF are not substantially
correlated with each other, but both are pos-
itively correlated with McClelland et al.’s
(1953) original # Achievement measure (HS
more strongly so than FF). The FF measure
correlates close to zero with Birney et al.’s

(1969) HP measure, which supports the no-
tion that FF and HP measure different types
of fear motivation. Validation studies re-
ported by Heckhausen (1963; see also
Heckhausen, 1968, 1991) revealed that both
HS and FF were equally predictive of the
choice of difficult goals, performance in-
creases on challenging tasks (maze learning),
and higher muscle tone, both at rest and
during mental activity. Differences between
the two components of achievement motiva-
tion were also observed: High-FF individu-
als were more likely to overestimate their
successes and to recall completed tasks,
whereas high-HS individuals were more
likely to overestimate their failures (!) and
less likely to remember tasks after they were
completed. Thus, Heckhausen’s FF measure,
which is independent of his HS measure,
tends to predict some motivational markers
and behaviors that reflect approach toward
challenge mastery. The aforementioned re-
sults of Baumler’s (1975) pharmacological
study also support this conclusion. This sug-
gests that mastering challenging tasks is re-
warding not only for high-HS individuals
but to some extent also for high-FF individ-
uals, and therefore provides some evidence
that, according to our approach-avoidance
framework, Heckhausen’s FF measure pri-
marily taps the active avoidance mode of
achievement motivation. The differences be-
tween HS and FF in their influence on esti-
mations of success and failure, and recall of
completed tasks, may reflect a greater need
for “achievement safety” among high-FF in-
dividuals, which contrasts with a greater tol-
erance for frustrations on the way to success
among high-HS individuals. Both may echo
differences in the early socialization of im-
plicit achievement motivation, to which we
turn next.

DEVELOPMENTAL PRECURSORS
OF IMPLICIT
ACHIEVEMENT MOTIVATION

Some of the strongest evidence for a role of
achievement motivation in competence de-
velopment comes from research on the de-
velopmental antecedents of this motive.
Consider the case of 15-year-old Jose, which
McClelland et al. (1953) presented in The
Achievement Motive. Jose grew up with sev-
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eral siblings in a Spanish American family in
New Mexico. The conditions of his upbring-
ing were described by a field worker in the
following way:

“All the children are going to school. They
have to take care of themselves. They cook
themselves, take care of each other, clean the
house, and keep the place going. The children
had to take care of themselves ever since they
were little—since the oldest boy was about
two or three. ... They all started working—
helping to take care of the cattle and the pigs,
milking the cows, and doing all sorts of work
such as cleaning the house and cooking—from
the age of five or earlier. ... As soon as they
could sit up, which was about three months,
they would sit in a chair and eat by themselves.
[The mother] said they learned early to eat by
themselves. Toilet training began really quite
early. They would begin about four months;
[she] had a special high chair for them. The
oldest boy taught the younger. By five months,
he would know where to go and she said it
was the same with all the children. By five
months they were all trained. . . . The children
learned to dress themselves shortly after they
were a year old. She would just put their
clothes out in a little box near their bed, and
they had to dress themselves or else they didn’t
get dressed.” (McClelland et al., 1953,
pp- 307-308)

The field worker also collected PSE stories
from Jose that were later coded for n
Achievement. It was found that Jose had »
Achievement levels more than one standard
deviation above the mean of his classmates
in school, which led McClelland and col-
leagues to suggest that socialization prac-
tices emphasizing early independence, self-
reliance, and mastery of skills help to build a
strong need for achievement in the child.
Subsequent research confirmed this predic-
tion.

McClelland and Pilon (1983) followed up
78 participants of Sears, Maccoby, and
Levin’s (1957) study on the patterns of child
rearing. The participants had been children
when Sears and colleagues collected data on
how their mothers had raised them during
the first 5 years of life, and were in their
early 30s when McClelland and Pilon con-
tacted and administered PSEs to them.
McClelland and Pilon found that mothers
who had been particularly strict when toilet
training their infants, or fed their babies on

schedule instead of on demand, were consis-
tently more likely to raise children with high
n Achievement scores on the PSE than moth-
ers who did not engage in these socialization
practices (note that “strictness” referred to
punishing and scolding children for mishaps
in the study of Sears et al. [1957]; in their
sample, the modal age of toilet-training on-
set was 5 to 9 months, with training usually
lasting between 5 and 6 months!). This pat-
tern of maternal strictness resembles the
conditions of Jose’s upbringing and suggests
that the origins of a strong need for achieve-
ment and mastery lie in rigid and punitive
socialization practices in early childhood.
But there is also another pathway to a
strong need for achievement, one that em-
phasizes reward and affection for the child’s
mastery and independent accomplishments.
Winterbottom (1958) found that mothers of
school-age boys high in 7 Achievement are
more likely to report than mothers of low-
achievement boys that they use affectionate,
nonverbal ways (e.g., hugging, kissing) of
commending their sons when they succeed
in their mastery- and independence-related
efforts. They also report that they made de-
mands for the child’s independent accom-
plishments earlier than mothers of low-
achievement boys. In contrast, mothers of
boys low in 72 Achievement were more likely
to report that they imposed restrictions on
the child’s ability to make decisions by him-
self, and that they curtailed their sons’ abil-
ity to choose their own friends; in other
words, they did not want their children to be
independent. Winterbottom did not explic-
itly report whether these mothers used pun-
ishment to restrict their sons’ drive toward
mastery and independent decision making;
but if they did, it would certainly be consis-
tent with our claim that punishment for
mastery and independence should lead to
passive avoidance of achievement and thus
low 7 Achievement scores on the PSE.
Results from a study by Rosen and
D’Andrade (1959) suggest that both puni-
tive and rewarding parenting techniques, as
well as the parents’ standards and expecta-
tions of excellence with regard to their chil-
dren’s performance, may be conducive to
high levels of # Achievement in children.
Rosen and D’Andrade brought forty 9- to
11-year-old boys and their parents into the
lab and observed interactions between the
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boys and their mothers and fathers, while
they were working on a number of problem-
solving and performance tasks (e.g., ring-
tossing games, anagrams). They found that
parents of high-achievement boys were more
likely than parents of low-achievement boys
to set challenging goals for their sons, to
have a higher regard for their problem-
solving competence, and, in the case of
mothers, to be directive, to reward good per-
formance with affection, but also to punish
poor performance with hostility and disap-
proval.

Taken together, the results from these
three studies suggest that parents who em-
phasize early self-reliance and mastery of ba-
sic skills, and who teach their children to
“reach higher” and set challenging goals for
themselves, have children who are character-
ized by high levels of achievement mo-
tivation. It should be noted, however, that
subsequent studies did not provide straight-
forward evidence for the notion that early
independence training per se is conducive to
a strong need for achievement in the child
(cf. McClelland, 1987, for an overview).
Rather, it is age-appropriate demands for
mastery and independence that foster the
child’s achievement motivation (McClelland,
1961; Veroff, 1969). For instance, both Reif
(1970) and Trudewind (1975; both cited
in Heckhausen, 1980) found that chil-
dren whose mothers had emphasized inde-
pendence too early were high in FF
(Heckhausen measure), and children whose
mothers had emphasized self-reliance too
late were low in overall achievement motiva-
tion (HS + FF) compared to children whose
mothers’ demands for independence were in
tune with the child’s budding abilities.

The studies by McClelland and Pilon
(1983), Winterbottom (1958), and Rosen
and D’Andrade (1959) also suggest that a
strong need for achievement may have a
dual root in affectionate reward for the mas-
tery of challenging goals and in punishment
for failing to meet the parents’ (particularly
the mother’s) expectations for the child to be
independent. It remains to be tested, though,
whether a relative predominance of reward-
Ing versus punitive parenting strategies are
differentially related to the HS and FF as-
pects of achievement motivation. We believe
that it is highly plausible that parental pun-
ishment for failure to master challenging

tasks specifically enhances an active avoid-
ance orientation of the child’s achievement
motivation (i.e., FF), which makes the child
want to master tasks and skills primarily to
avoid, or gain relief from, parental punish-
ment for failure. Conversely, a positively
challenging parenting style that uses affec-
tionate reward for the child’s mastery of dif-
ficult but age-appropriate tasks should
nourish in the child a strong need to ap-
proach challenges and help the child learn to
associate the effort invested in and the ac-
complishment of a task with satisfaction and
pleasure. Some suggestive evidence for an
association between parental punitiveness
and FF comes from Birney et al.’s (1969) re-
search. They found that mothers of students
high in HP were more likely to report that
they had punished their sons when they had
failed to meet achievement-related demands
but had remained neutral about their sons’
achievement successes than mothers of stu-
dents low in HP. However, due to HP’s con-
siderable fear-of-rejection component, it is
difficult to sort out whether the former
mothers had fostered high FF, high fear of
rejection, or both in their sons.

MOTIVES AND COMPETENCE

Competence is a multifaceted concept. It can
refer to the skills and abilities a person has
developed, to the degree to which the person
is effective in her or his transactions with the
environment, and to how successfully a per-
son performs. In the following, we review
how the need for achievement (HS and FF)
contributes to all three aspects of compe-
tence. Because research on implicit motives
has been most prolific when it has studied
the strategies that individuals use to effect
rewarding changes in the situation or the en-
vironment, and when it has looked at the ef-
fects of motives on performance results (in
the laboratory) and, even more so, career
and life outcomes (in the field), we start with
the notions of competence-as-effectiveness
and competence-as-success, and then work
our way back to competence-as-ability.

Competence as Effectiveness

McClelland (1987, p. 595) has argued that
achievement-motivated individuals are really
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concerned with efficiency, that is, with figur-
ing out ways to get more accomplished in
less time or with less effort. Research has
uncovered several strategies that achieve-
ment-motivated individuals use to be effi-
cient. First and foremost, they are attracted
to and choose tasks that allow them to im-
prove their performance and skills, which
are typically neither the very easy tasks
(which they already master) nor the ex-
tremely difficult tasks (which overtax their
skills and are thus almost impossible to mas-
ter) but tasks of medium difficulty that chal-
lenge their current capabilities but are not
unsolvable, and therefore provide an opti-
mally stimulating incentive for them. Evi-
dence for this preference for medium risks
is pervasive in the achievement literature.
For instance, high-achievement individuals
choose intermediate distances from a target
in ball-pitching games (Atkinson, Bastian,
Earl, & Litwin, 1960), prefer arithmetic
tasks of medium difficulty (i.e., with an ap-
proximately 50% chance of solving them;
deCharms & Carpenter, 1968), and show
the highest persistence on challenging tasks
(Feather, 1966).

Atkinson (1966) has proposed a theoreti-
cal framework for the m shape of high-
achievement individuals’ choice of medium
task difficulty. According to his model, the
positive incentive value of success (I) in-
creases linearly with difficulty level but is
multiplicatively linked to expectancy of suc-
cess (E), which decreases linearly with diffi-
culty level. The product between the two,
that is, the resulting tendency to approach or
choose tasks of a certain difficulty, will be
maximal at medium difficulty levels (e.g., at
50%) but close to zero at minimum or maxi-
mum difficulty levels. This product score in
turn is multiplicatively weighted by individ-
uals’ # Achievement (which Atkinson con-
sidered to be a measure of HS), and the n
shape resulting from I x E will therefore be
steeper for high-achievement individuals and
closer to a flat line for low-achievement indi-
viduals. Thus, HS amplifies a person’s ten-
dency to choose medium-difficulty tasks.
Atkinson also constructed a parallel case for
FE. Here, the negative incentive value of fail-
ure decreases linearly with difficulty level (it
is more embarrassing to fail on an easy task
than on a difficult task), while the expec-
tancy of failure increases with task difficulty.

If both variables are multiplied, the result is
a U-shaped function, in which the choice of
medium levels of difficulty produces the
strongest tendency to avoid the task. Again,
through multiplication with individuals’ FF
motive, the curve is steeper for high-FF indi-
viduals and closer to a flat line for low-FF
individuals. Atkinson therefore argued that
FF has a dampening effect on behavior that
is the exact mirror image of the augmenting
effect of HS.

Atkinson’s (1966) model was very useful
in that it helped lift the achievement motiva-
tion construct above the level of “just an-
other personality trait” and generated a
huge body of basic and applied research.
Like all good theories, however, its limita-
tions were eventually revealed by the data it
helped generate. Most crucially, there is sur-
prisingly little evidence for a dampening ef-
fect of FF Rather, deCharms and Dave
(1965) found that individuals high in HS
and FF (assessed in the PSE with a measure
similar to Heckhausen’s) were more likely to
choose medium difficulty levels and also
showed better performance on a ball-
pitching game than individuals low in either
component of achievement motivation,
which contradicts the predictions of the
Atkinson model. Moreover, there is little evi-
dence that individuals high in FF are moti-
vated primarily by the negative incentive of
failure. In a study with 90 participants that
used a carefully constructed measure of the
valence of succeeding or failing on a task,
Halisch and Heckhausen (1989) found that
individuals high in HS and individuals high
in FF judged succeeding on difficult tasks as
more rewarding than did individuals low in
these motives. By comparison, they judged
failing on difficult tasks as less aversive than
did individuals low in either HS or FE. Thus,
this study, too, fails to support Atkinson’s
prediction that failure should be particu-
larly aversive for FF-motivated individuals.
Rather, it suggests that both HS and FF pre-
dispose an individual to place less emphasis
on the prospect of failing at a task than on
the prospect of mastering it, which is consis-
tent with the notion that the approach (HS)
and active avoidance (FF) components of
achievement motivation are both geared to-
ward rewarding-relieving mastery experi-
ences. It is also notable that individuals low
in HS or FF were the only ones who per-
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ceived the prospect of succeeding at chal-
lenging tasks as scarcely attractive, which
supports our notion that the passive avoid-
ance mode of achievement motivation is not
expressed as a high level of FE, but by a con-
spicuous absence of achievement themes in
participants’ PSE stories.

So how, then, can the tendency of achieve-
ment-motivated individuals to choose chal-
lenging tasks be explained? We believe that
the affective—arousal model of achievement
motivation proposed by McClelland et al.
(1953) provides a better account and can
also integrate the FF findings that are incom-
patible with Atkinson’s theory, particularly
if their model is integrated with Gray’s
(1971) notion that relief from punishment
and reward are often behaviorally indistin-
guishable. In a nutshell, the McClelland et
al. (1953) model posits that a motive comes
into being when a situational cue becomes
predictive of a change in a situation and
concomitant changes in affective state. For
the case of achievement motivation, they
posit that deviations from expectation, or
moderate uncertainty when tacklmg a task,
is the cue which through previous learmng
has become associated with the positive af-
fect of mastery and regaining certainty and
control at a higher level of complexity or
quality. This knowledge (which is emo-
tional, not declarative) inoculates achieve-
ment-motivated individuals against the ini-
tial frustrations of working on a challenging
task and turns the challenge into an oppor-
tunity for reward: per aspera ad astra,
through hardship to new heights (for related
arguments, see Eisenberger, 1992). Not sur-
prisingly, they are also better able to delay
gratification (Mischel, 1961). Note that
McClelland et al.’s (1953) predictions only
hold for tasks of subjectively moderate diffi-
culty; at the fringes of the difficulty contin-
uum, high-achievement individuals find very
easy tasks boring (perfect predictability, and
thus no opportunity for positive affect
through mastery) and very difficult tasks
aversive (failure is certain; therefore, there is
little hope for rewarding mastery). Also note
that the association between moderate diffi-
culty and rewarding mastery is something
that, according to our previous analysis,
characterizes both HS- (approach of the
mastery incentive as reward) and FF-moti-
vated individuals (approach of the mastery

incentive as relief from impending punlsh—
ment) but not individuals low in
achievement motivation generally, who have
either never come to associate the initial dif-
ficulties of solving a challenging task with
the subsequent pleasure of mastery or have
been punished for mastery and therefore en-
gage in passive avoidance.

In conjunction with Gray’s (1971) sugges-
tion that relief equals reward, McClelland et
al.’s (1953) theory can therefore account for
why HS- and FF-motivated individuals (as
assessed with Heckhausen-type measures)
both prefer medium-difficulty tasks, judge
them as more satisfying, and show supe-
rior performance at this difficulty level
(deCharms & Dave, 1965; Halisch & Heck-
hausen, 1989). It also helps explain why
achievement-motivated individuals in Brun-
stein and Hoyer’s (2002) study responded
with increased effort to feedback indicating
a decline in their performance, but not to
feedback indicating performance increases.
It is only when the cue of moderate task
difficulty is present that the prospect of mas-
tery reward comes into play and has a moti-
vating effect on behavior, but not if every-
thing proceeds predictably and smoothly (as
in Brunstein and Hoyer’s positive feedback
condition). In this sense, then, achievement-
motivated individuals are really more con-
cerned with efficiency than with excellence
for its own sake, as McClelland (1987) ar-
gued.

Two other strategies follow almost by ne-
cessity from achievement-motivated (HS or
FF) individuals’ concern with master-
ing challenging tasks. First, they must have
some way of knowing how well they are do-
ing and whether they are improving. In
other words, they seek feedback about their
performance. In the absence of feedback, in-
dividuals high in achievement motivation do
not differ in their performance from indiv-
iduals low in achievement motivation
(McClelland, 1987). Achievement-motiva-
ted individuals are also discriminating in the
type of feedback they seek: They prefer feed-
back that informs them about how well they
are doing now, relative to their own previ-
ous performance (i.e., self-referenced feed-
back), but ignore for the most part feedback
about how well they do relative to others’
performance (i.e., norm-referenced feed-
back), because knowledge of others’ per-
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formance usually does not help them deter-
mine whether they improved their skills on
a task (Breckler & Greenwald, 1986; Brun-
stein & Hoyer, 2002; Halisch & Heck-
hausen, 1989; Horner, 1974; O’Connor,
Atkinson, & Horner, 1966; Spangler, 1992;
Veroff, 1969; Wendt, 1955; it is notable,
however, that individuals with a strong im-
plicit power motive or high levels of explicit
achievement motivation do respond to such
norm-referenced feedback; see Schultheiss
& Brunstein, 1999, Study 2; Tauer &
Harackiewicz, 1999). The only exception to
the preference for self-referenced over norm-
referenced feedback seems to be the special
case in which all members of the social com-
parison group are highly similar in their
ability to the achievement-motivated indi-
vidual seeking feedback, and their perfor-
mance thus becomes more diagnostic of the
individual’s own improvement (O’Connor et
al., 1966).

Finally, achievement-motivated (HS or FF)
individuals also prefer personal responsibil-
ity for performance and thus show a greater
interest in, and better performance on, tasks
that are under their direct control than on
tasks whose outcomes depend on chance
(e.g., Raynor & Smith, 1966) or other peo-
ple’s performances (e.g., McClelland &
Boyatzis, 1982). This preference for per-
sonal responsibility is not surprising in light
of the parental push for independence that
achievement-motivated individuals have
been exposed to in childhood and is, of
course, a necessary prerequisite for the
choice of medium-difficulty tasks and the
search for, and availability of, self-referenced
feedback. It is probably safe to say that
in order to be effective, an achievement-
motivated individual has to be able to do all
three: choose challenging tasks, get self-
referenced information about his or her per-
formance, and have direct personal control
over the task outcome. If one of these ingre-
dients is missing, individuals high in achieve-
ment motivation will not be more effective
than individuals low in achievement motiva-
tion.

Competence as Success

Reflecting a general trend in the implicit mo-
tive literature, PSE-based achievement moti-
vation measures fared best and produced the

most convincing body of data when they
were used to predict real-life phenomena
and outcomes. This was particularly evident
in the domain of entrepreneurship and eco-
nomic success. McClelland (1961, 1987) has
argued that individuals high in 7 Achieve-
ment should do particularly well in a small
business, in which all three prerequisites for
mastery experiences (personal responsibility,
direct feedback, liberty to set and attain
challenging goals) are provided. Evidence
supporting this prediction comes from re-
search on the effects of achievement motiva-
tion on economic success at the individual
and at the collective level. For instance,
Wainer and Rubin (1969) found that small
companies led by high-achievement entre-
preneurs had a growth rate 250% higher
than those led by entrepreneurs with low or
medium levels of # Achievement. This type
of finding has been replicated in other cul-
tures and with different types of entrepre-
neurial behavior (see McClelland, 1961, for
an overview). Thus, Singh and Gupta (1977)
found that Indian farmers high in 7 Achieve-
ment had a substantially steeper increase of
income-per-acre over 6 years than farmers
low in n Achievement, suggesting that the
former had been more successful in getting
the most (or best) output from their farms
than the latter.

Effects of high levels of achievement moti-
vation can also be found in life outcome
measures, such as income levels and career
paths. McClelland and Franz (1992) re-
ported that n# Achievement (but not mea-
sures of explicit achievement motivation) at
age 31 predicted higher annual income at
age 41 for both men and women. Because
this study’s sample was identical with the
one originally studied by McClelland and
Pilon (1983), McClelland and Franz (1992)
could test whether there was a direct link be-
tween early parental pressure for the child’s
independence and mastery, and the “child’s”
income level at age 41. The correlation be-
tween the two variables was positive and
significant but dropped to near zero after
they controlled for participants’ 7 Achieve-
ment levels. Thus, effects of early emphasis
on independence on later income were com-
pletely mediated by the achievement motiva-
tion measure. There is also evidence that
achievement motivation and sociocultural
values and constraints interact in shaping
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life outcomes. For instance, Jenkins (1987)
reports that women high in # Achievement
in college are more likely to work as teach-
ers 14 years later. Teaching is a traditionally
female career and provides some of the in-
centives that should be attractive to the
high-achievement person: The teacher is per-
sonally responsible for creating situations
and tasks conducive to student learning,
controls the level of task difficulty (both for
the teacher and the students), and also gives
and receives performance feedback through
tests and exams. Thus, just as an entrepre-
neurial business is a more traditional career
path for high-achievement men, teaching ap-
pears to be a traditional career path for
high-achievement women (see also French &
Lesser, 1964).

A meta-analysis conducted by Spangler
(1992) on 105 studies provides a more com-
prehensive evaluation of the effects of im-
plicit achievement motivation on various
outcome measures, such as farm output, oc-
cupational success, or creative achievements.
He found that # Achievement was a strong
and positive predictor of success at all kinds
of tasks, but only if they contained achieve-
ment incentives (e.g., if they were challeng-
ing, provided objective feedback, and re-
quired personal responsibility) and used
procedural measures of motivation (i.e., if
they provided individuals with an opportu-
nity to apply their know-how and skills).
If these conditions were met, correlation
coefficients for achievement motivation—
outcome relationships could rise as high as
.66. If, on the other hand, the criterion mea-
sures contained no achievement incentives
or were declarative (e.g., measures of atti-
tudes and opinions), correlation coefficients
dropped to near zero. Notably, Spangler also
found evidence that the wrong kind of in-
centives can drive achievement-motivated
individuals away from good performance
and success. In the presence of verbal
instructions to do well on a task or ex-
perimenter-assigned goals, achievement mo-
tivation was a negative predictor of proce-
dural outcome measures. Thus, it looks like
achievement-motivated individuals do not
like to be told what to do, which is consis-
tent with the socialization pressure toward
autonomy and self-reliance they have been
exposed to in childhood.

In a very ambitious, successful, and con-
troversial attempt to apply psychological
constructs to the explanation of societal,
economic, and historical processes, McClel-
land and colleagues (for an overview, see
McClelland, 1987) have used content coding
measures developed in implicit motive re-
search to assess motivational needs at the
collective level by, for instance, scoring folk
tales or children’s storybooks representative
of a given culture at a certain historic time,
and have used these scores to predict indices
of economic success within and across na-
tions. Thus, deCharms and Moeller (1962)
found that in the 19th century, an increase
of levels of # Achievement in U.S. children’s
books preceded an increase in the U.S. pat-
ent index by 10 to 30 years. The increase in
collective # Achievement correlated at .79
with the increase in the patent index, sug-
gesting that societal emphasis of achieve-
ment and mastery when a new generation
is in childhood (as reflected in the readers)
translates into higher innovativeness when
that generation reaches adulthood and joins
the workforce. Based on findings such as
this, McClelland (1961) argued that collec-
tive values of self-reliance and achievement
translate at the individual level into parent-
ing practices nurturing independence and
mastery, which give rise to increased
achievement motivation in the next genera-
tion, and thus to the high entrepreneurial ac-
tivity and innovativeness that drive the
growth of national economies.

Competence as Ability

Although relatively little is known about
whether and how motives are related to a per-
son’s skills and abilities, we suggest that the
relationship can have two main forms: (1)
Motives may have a causal effect on the devel-
opment of skills, because mastery of a skill
may put the individual in a better position to
obtain a motive-specific incentive and thus
satisfy her or his motivational need; (2) mo-
tives may interact with existing skills in shap-
ing behavior (cf. Atkinson, Lens, & O’Mal-
ley, 1976). We primarily rely on examples
taken from the literature on power and affili-
ation motivation to illustrate each point, be-
cause, for the most part, research on achieve-
ment motivation has not addressed the issue
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of motives and skills. (We acknowledge that
there is a huge body of research documenting
the effect of achievement motivation on per-
formance. However, because in these studies
learning proper is usually not separated from
performance, and it is therefore unclear
whether the performance effects are entirely
due to the energizing function of motives or in
part driven by their selecting function, too, no
firm conclusions can be drawn about the ef-
fects of achievement motivation on skill de-
velopment.)

A recent study by Schultheiss and Rohde
(2002) documents how motives in conjunc-
tion with situational outcomes can help
shape procedural skills. Sixty-six men partic-
ipated in pairs in a speed-based dominance
contest whose outcome was experimentally
varied by having one participant in each
dyad win, and the other lose, most contest
rounds. The paper-and-pencil task partici-
pants worked on during the contest required
them to track consecutive numbers arranged
in a matrix as quickly as possible. On half of
the forms, the numbers were arranged in a
repetitive visuospatial pattern that could be
learned procedurally; on the other half, the
number connections did not feature any pat-
tern. A measure of procedural learning was
obtained by subtracting participants’ post-
contest performance on patterned forms
from their performance on unpatterned
forms. Power motivation and contest out-
come conjointly determined how well partic-
ipants learned: Among winners, the power
motive correlated .68 with pattern execution
and was thus predictive of enhanced proce-
dural learning, whereas in losers, it was cor-
related —.58 with pattern execution and was
thus predictive of impaired procedural learn-
ing (this pattern of results was predicted and
obtained only for participants low in activity
inhibition, a measure of motivational im-
pulse control, and did not emerge for high-
inhibition participants). Notably, partici-
pants were unable to reproduce or identify
the repeating pattern on subsequent free re-
call and forced-choice recognition tasks,
which indicates that procedural learning oc-
curred in the complete absence of partici-
pants’ awareness of the process. These find-
ings suggest that motives may play a crucial
role in procedural learning of behaviors that
are instrumental for incentive attainment

(and suppression of behaviors that are asso-
ciated with motivational disincentives), and
thus help build a repertoire of skills that
maximize the frequency of incentive contact
and, thus, pleasant affective states.

Motives are not involved only in the de-
velopment of skills; they can also interact
with existing skills in shaping goal-directed
behavior. McClelland (1987) reported on
data from an unpublished study by
Constantian (1981), in which a procedural
measure of affiliative behavior was obtained
by beeping participants randomly and hav-
ing them report whether they were engaged
in affiliative contact (conversing with some-
one or writing a letter) or not. Participants
also provided a measure of perceived social
skill on which they indicated how sure and
confident they felt when interacting with
others. Although participants’ » Affiliation
(assessed with a PSE) correlated close to zero
with their social skill, both measures con-
jointly predicted the frequency of affiliative
acts, such that only individuals who were
high both in » Affiliation and social skills
frequently interacted with others, but not in-
dividuals low in either # Affiliation or social
skills. In other words, a skill will only be put
to use if the person expects to attain a highly
attractive incentive with it (as was the case
for the affiliation incentive as perceived by
high-affiliation individuals), but not if the
person is not motivated to procure the in-
centive. The flip side of these findings is that
even a strong motive will not guarantee in-
centive attainment (i.e., being engaged in
friendly contact with others) unless the per-
son also has the skills to get to the incentive.
In the absence of the skills necessary to sat-
isfy a motive, a frustrated motive may be-
come expressed in impulsive, unsophisti-
cated behavior, such as raw aggression or
narcissistic fantasies induced by drinking, in
the case of power-motivated individuals who
have not learned more appropriate forms of
having impact since their childhood days (cf.
McClelland, 1987; Winter, 1973), or behav-
ioral “short-cuts” to a motivational incen-
tive, such as achievement-motivated individ-
uals’ tendency to cheat if they have no other
way of demonstrating superior performance
(Mischel & Gilligan, 1964). It remains an
open question whether a strong motive dis-
position can survive for long in the absence
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of skills necessary for incentive attainment
or if it will, through learning by frustration
and punishment, become weaker over time
(cf. McClelland, 1942). The fact, however,
that motives aid in the development of in-
strumental skills, as suggested by Schultheiss
and Rohde (2002), indicates that they not
only depend on and interact with existing
skills, but, in the absence of these, also
readily help to build new abilities and com-
petencies.

MOTIVATIONAL COMPETENCE

Let us conclude by returning to what we be-
lieve is one of the most interesting and im-
portant emerging issues in the field of hu-
man motivation: the independence between
implicit and explicit motivational systems,
their effects on well-being, and the identifi-
cation of factors and processes that promote
harmony between the two systems. Past re-
search shows that implicit motive disposi-
tions not only have little overlap with ex-
plicit motives but also seem to have only
little (e.g., Elliot & Sheldon, 1997) or no in-
fluence on the types of goals individuals
choose or develop in their daily lives (e.g.,
Brunstein et al., 1998). At the same time,
however, mismatches between implicit and
explicit motives spell trouble, as McClelland
et al. (1989) pointed out. We have found
some evidence for this prediction in our own
research on the effects of motive—goal con-
gruence on emotional well-being (Brunstein
et al., 1998): People who pursue goals that
match their implicit motives experience in-
creases in emotional well-being when they
make good progress in realizing their goals
and thus have many opportunities to satisfy
their motives, but people who pursue goals
that are not backed up by their motives do
not derive any emotional satisfaction from
the goal’s successful realization. On the con-
trary, they even experience decreases in their
well-being, because spending time on the
pursuit of motive-incongruent goals takes
away time from the pursuit of motive-
congruent goals, which leads to motive frus-
tration. It does not take much speculation,
then, to see a link between severe or pro-
longed motive—goal mismatches and clinical
states of depression and other mood disor-
ders (cf. Becker, 1960), just as it seems rea-

sonable to assume that individuals whose
explicit motives are well aligned with their
implicit motives, and who consistently
choose and pursue motive-congruent goals,
are more likely to experience stable and
heightened well-being. We therefore believe
that it will be fruitful to study and explore
motivational competence, that is, an individ-
ual’s ability to bring and keep his or her im-
plicit and explicit motives into alignment (cf.
Rheinberg, 2002). We furthermore suggest
that motivational competence can be pro-
moted by flexible processes and strategies,
as well as dispositional factors. We obtained
considerable evidence for the former in our
research on the effects of goal imagery on
goal commitment and pursuit (Schultheiss &
Brunstein, 1999, 2002). When participants
were given a chance to explore an experi-
menter-assigned goal imaginatively and thus
to translate it into the nonverbal format that
their implicit motives could process, their
willingness to adopt the goal and their ef-
forts to realize it were directly proportional
to how well the goal fit their implicit needs;
without goal imagery, goal commitment and
effort expenditure were independent of their
motives. Other studies point to stable dispo-
sitions that promote (or inhibit) motive-goal
congruence. Brunstein (2001) found that in-
dividuals with a particular self-regulatory
deficit, namely, the inability to downregulate
negative affect after encountering a stressor
(cf. Kuhl, 1981), were particularly prone to
report personal goals that did not match
their motives. In contrast, individuals with-
out this deficit were much more likely to re-
port goals that were well-aligned with their
motives. Thrash and Elliot (2002) recently
reported that achievement-related implicit
and explicit motives are better aligned in in-
dividuals who are high in self-determination
than in individuals low in this disposition. It
is clear that these scattered findings can only
be the beginning, and much more work
needs to be done, until we have a better
sense of what the core constituents of moti-
vational competence are and how this type
of competence can be promoted. It is equally
clear, though, that finding ways to increase
motivational competence will help people
gain greater awareness of and access to their
implicit motives, and thereby promote the
development of motive-specific competen-
cies and well-being.
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CHAPTER 4

R

A Conceptual History
of the Achievement Goal Construct

ANDREW J. ELLIOT

any different psychological constructs
Mhave been used over the years to explain
and predict the energization and direction of
behavior in achievement situations, such as
the classroom, the workplace, and the
ballfield. Each of these constructs (e.g., the
achievement motive construct, the perceived
competence construct, the achievement goal
construct) has focused in some way and to
some degree on competence. The study of
competence and how individuals are moti-
vated with regard to competence has had
an important place in many different disci-
plines within psychology, including develop-
mental psychology, educational psychol-
ogy, industrial-organizational psychology,
social-personality psychology, and sport
psychology.

Integral to a motivational analysis of com-
petence is the issue of valence. Persons may
be energized by or directed toward the posi-
tive possibility of competence per se, and/or
they may be energized by or directed away
from the negative possibility of incompe-
tence. This distinction between approach
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motivation and avoidance motivation is a
fundamental and basic aspect of compe-
tence-relevant motivation.

The construct that currently receives the
most research attention in the literature on
competence-relevant motivation is the
achievement goal construct. In this chapter, I
offer a conceptual history of the achieve-
ment goal construct, describing the emer-
gence of the construct and noteworthy
developments in the achievement goal litera-
ture from its inception to the present day.
From day one, the achievement goal con-
struct was grounded in a distinction be-
tween mastery and performance forms of
competence-relevant motivation. It was not
until significantly later in the develop-
ment of the literature that the approach-
avoidance distinction was also considered
fundamental to the achievement goal con-
struct. As such, in overviewing the achieve-
ment goal literature, I devote particular at-
tention to the question of when and how
this approach—avoidance distinction was in-
corporated into the achievement goal con-



4. Achievement Goals 53

struct. I conclude my conceptual overview
by offering some observations regarding the
contemporary achievement goal literature.

THE EMERGENCE OF THE
ACHIEVEMENT GOAL CONSTRUCT

The achievement goal construct was devel-
oped in independent and collaborative work
by Carol Ames, Carol Dweck, Marty Maehr,
and John Nicholls. In the mid- to late 1970s,
each of these individuals conducted research
programs at the University of Illinois that fo-
cused on achievement motivation. In the fall
of 1977, they began meeting together in a
seminar series on motivation at the Institute
for Child Behavior and Development in the
Children’s Research Center to discuss issues
regarding achievement and motivation
(Roberts, 2001). The discussions in this sem-
inar series seemed to have had an important
influence on the thinking of the participants,
because shortly thereafter, unpublished (e.g.,
Nicholls & Dweck, 1979) and published
(e.g., Maehr & Nicholls, 1980) papers
emerged that articulated the foundational
ideas of the achievement goal approach to
achievement motivation. In the ensuing
years, Dweck and Nicholls proceeded to of-
fer somewhat distinct achievement goal con-
ceptualizations that have been particularly
influential in this tradition. Therefore, their
conceptual work is the central focus of the
following overview (see also Ames, 1984,
and Maehr, 1983, 1984).

Dweck’s achievement goal conceptualiza-
tion emerged from her research on helpless-
ness in achievement settings with late grade-
school-age children. In a series of studies,
Dweck and her colleagues (Diener &
Dweck, 1978, 1980; Dweck, 1975; Dweck
& Reppucci, 1973) demonstrated that chil-
dren of equal ability respond differently to
failure on achievement tasks. Some children
display an adaptive, “mastery” response
pattern, characterized by attributing failure
to insufficient effort, continued positive af-
fect and expectancies, sustained or enhanced
persistence and performance, and pursuit of
subsequent challenge, whereas other chil-
dren display a maladaptive, “helpless” re-
sponse pattern, characterized by attributing
failure to insufficient ability, the onset of
negative affect and expectancies, decrements

in persistence and performance, and avoid-
ance of subsequent challenge.

Dweck (Dweck, 1986; Dweck & Elliott,
1983) sought to explain why children of
equal ability display such divergent re-
sponses to failure, and she embraced the
achievement goal construct as the key ex-
planatory variable. A person’s achievement
goal was said to represent his or her purpose
for engaging in behavior in an achievement
situation (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Two
types of goals were identified: performance
goals, in which the purpose of behavior is to
demonstrate one’s competence (or avoid
demonstrating one’s incompetence), and
learning goals, in which the purpose of
behavior is to develop one’s competence and
task mastery.

Children were posited to adopt different
goals in achievement settings, and these
goals were presumed to lead to differential
task construals and differential patterns of
affect, cognition, and behavior. Performance
goals were presumed to lead to the “help-
less” response pattern upon failure, because
failure directly implies a lack of normative
ability; learning goals, on the other hand,
were posited to lead to the “mastery” re-
sponse pattern, because failure feedback
could simply be construed as helpful infor-
mation in the process of developing compe-
tence or mastering a task. Achievement
goals were posited to interact with confi-
dence in one’s ability in predicting
achievement-relevant affect, cognition, and
behavior. Performance goals were thought to
lead to the “mastery” response pattern when
accompanied by high confidence in ability
but were thought to lead to the “helpless”
pattern when accompanied by low confi-
dence in ability. Learning goals were viewed
as leading to the “mastery” pattern regard-
less of level of confidence in ability.

In articulating her achievement goal con-
struct, Dweck overviewed and highlighted
the limitations of both the achievement mo-
tive and achievement attribution traditions
(as well as others). She believed that the
achievement motive tradition overempha-
sized dispositions and underemphazied the
role of cognitions in predicting achievement
behavior (Dweck & Wortman, 1982; Dweck
& Elliott, 1983), and that the achievement
attribution tradition was unable to explain
why people strive for competence in the first
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place (Dweck & Elliott, 1983). The achieve-
ment goal construct was construed as ad-
dressing these limitations, albeit not replac-
ing or invalidating the motive and
attribution constructs. Achievement goals
were viewed as amenable to situation-
specific, as well as dispositional, levels of
analysis, were viewed as cognitively repre-
sented, and were thought to express the spe-
cific reason why an individual engaged in
achievement behavior (Dweck & Elliott,
1983; Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Implicit
theories of ability were identified as separa-
ble from achievement goals and were con-
strued as predictors of their adoption. A be-
lief that ability is a stable entity was posited
to lead to performance goal adoption,
whereas a belief that ability is malleable was
posited to lead to learning goal adoption
(Dweck & Leggett, 1988). For Dweck,
“Achievement goals must lie at the heart of
any analysis of achievement motivation”
(Dweck & Elliott, 1983, p. 653).

Nicholls’s achievement goal conceptual-
ization emerged from his research on the de-
velopment of conceptions of ability in chil-
dren. According to Nicholls (1976, 1978,
1980), children initially possess an undiffer-
entiated conception of ability, in which they
do not distinguish between ability and ef-
fort. From this perspective, high ability is es-
sentially equated with learning and improve-
ment through effort; the more effort
expended, the more learning and improve-
ment (and, therefore, ability) implied. By
around the age of 12, children acquire a dif-
ferentiated conception of ability, in which
they distinguish between ability and effort,
and construe ability as a fixed capacity.
From this perspective, effort expenditure
must be controlled for when making ability
inferences; high ability is inferred when one
outperforms others while expending equal
effort, or performs the same as others while
expending less effort.

Nicholls (1984) sought to integrate his
findings on the development of conceptions
of ability with existing theories of adolescent
and adult achievement motivation, and it is
through this process that he articulated his
achievement goal construct. An achievement
goal was viewed as the purpose of achieve-
ment behavior, and it was presumed that the
purpose of achievement behavior is to dem-
onstrate or develop high ability (or to avoid

demonstrating low ability). For adolescents
and adults, ability may be construed in both
undifferentiated and differentiated fashion,
so two different types of goals may be iden-
tified on this basis. The term “task involve-
ment” was used to refer to seeking ability in
the undifferentiated sense (i.e., seeking to
develop skills by learning or mastering
tasks), and the term “ego involvement” was
used to refer to seeking ability in the differ-
entiated sense (i.e., seeking to demonstrate
that one has capacity by outperforming oth-
ers, especially with less effort expenditure).

The two types of goals were presumed to
lead to different patterns of achievement-
relevant processes and outcomes. Task in-
volvement was portrayed as an intrinsically
motivated state that leads to positive
achievement-relevant affect, cognition, and
behavior, whereas ego involvement was por-
trayed as a self-conscious, evaluative moti-
vational state that leads to a negative pattern
of affect, cognition, and behavior. These
goal states were posited to interact with per-
ceived ability in predicting some processes
and outcomes (e.g., task choice). Ego in-
volvement was viewed as leading to positive
consequences (e.g., selecting moderately
challenging tasks) when accompanied by
high perceived ability, and to negative conse-
quences (e.g., selecting very easy or very dif-
ficult tasks) when accompanied by low per-
ceived ability. Task involvement was viewed
as leading to positive consequences across
levels of perceived ability.

In articulating his achievement goal con-
struct, Nicholls overviewed the way in
which both the achievement motive and
achievement attribution traditions (among
others) viewed the concept of ability. He
noted that both of these traditions empha-
sized the undifferentiated conception of abil-
ity, and failed to recognize that ability may
be construed in different ways (Nicholls,
1983). The achievement goal approach was
said to offer a more complete portrait of
achievement motivation by distinguishing
between two different conceptions of ability,
and by making different predictions for
goals states focusing on each. Nicholls also
critiqued the degree to which the achieve-
ment motive approach emphasized disposi-
tions (Maehr & Nicholls, 1980), and fo-
cused on how achievement goals may be
manifest as either situationally specific states
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(involvements) or dispositional preferences
(orientations). Dispositional goal prefer-
ences were viewed as predictors of
situationally specific goal states, and goal
states were construed as cognitively based
intentions. The distinction between ability as
capacity and ability as something to be de-
veloped was considered an inherent aspect
of ability conceptions; as such, this notion of
ability as stable or changeable was con-
strued as part of the goal per se rather than
as an antecedent of goal adoption. For
Nicholls (1984), the conceptions of ability
that established achievement goals were “the
keys to understanding achievement motiva-
tion” (p. 329).

Two additional points regarding Nicholls’s
theorizing on achievement goals are impor-
tant to note. First, he explicitly stated that
his views on achievement goals were based
not only on scientific theorizing but also on
his philosophical values regarding the im-
portance of equal motivational opportuni-
ties for all individuals (Nicholls, 1979,
1984). From this standpoint alone (indepen-
dent of empirical data), task involvement
was to be championed over ego involve-
ment, because only task involvement affords
motivational equality. Second, it must be ac-
knowledged that Nicholls seemed to de-
scribe goals and related constructs in differ-
ent ways across his writings, and that these
descriptions were not always clearly articu-
lated. Thus, one may characterize Nicholls’s
goal construct differently depending on the
writings on which one focuses and how one
interprets various statements.

Although there are differences in the
achievement goal conceptualizations prof-
fered by Dweck and Nicholls, it is their simi-
larities that are most striking and most im-
portant to consider in this chapter. First,
both conceptualizations were articulated in
the context of a literature that emphasized
achievement motives and achievement attri-
butions as explanatory constructs. From
early conceptual pieces written by Dweck
(Dweck & Wortman, 1982; Dweck &
Elliott, 1983) and Nicholls (1983; Maehr &
Nicholls, 1980), it was clear that their
emerging idea of the achievement goal con-
struct was in part a response to perceived
weaknesses or limitations of the achieve-
ment motive and attribution constructs.
Thus, the motive and attribution approaches

to achievement motivation clearly influ-
enced the way in which the achievement
goal approach emerged, and both Dweck
and Nicholls viewed the achievement goal
construct as more of an integration of new
and existing concepts than as a completely
novel construct created ex nihilo.

Second, both Dweck and Nicholls delin-
eated their achievement goal construct in
terms of the purpose of achievement behav-
ior. The concept of “purpose” can be de-
fined in two primary ways: as “the reason
for which something is done, made, used,
etc.” and as “an intended or desired result,
end, aim, goal” (Random House Dictionary
of the English Language, 1993). It appears
to be used by both Dweck and Nicholls in
both of these senses—as the reason for
behavior in an achievement situation (e.g.,
the development or demonstration of abil-
ity) and as the aim or outcome that is sought
in an achievement situation (e.g., normative
or self-referential ability).

Third, both Dweck and Nicholls viewed
competence as an important component of
the achievement goal construct but clearly
incorporated other components as well. For
example, the focus on demonstrating ability
in the performance/ego involvement goal im-
plicates approval and/or self-presentation, in
addition to competence. Indeed, both
Dweck (Dweck & Elliott, 1983) and
Nicholls (1984) indicated that the demon-
stration of ability can involve demonstrating
ability to others, and this approval/self-
presentation aspect of performance/ego in-
volvement goals was a key feature of both
the manipulations (e.g., “although you
won’t learn new things, it will really show
me what kids can do”; see Elliott & Dweck,
1988) and measures (e.g., “I feel that I am
successful when I show people 'm good at
something”; see Nicholls, 1989) used to em-
pirically examine the effects of these goals.

Fourth, both Dweck and Nicholls prof-
fered a comparable achievement goal dichot-
omy, and the hypothesized effects of each
goal were presumed to be quite similar in
nature. One goal (learning/task) was charac-
terized in terms of developing ability and
seeking task mastery, and was posited to
lead to a wide range of positive processes
and outcomes. The other goal (performance/
ego) was characterized in terms of demon-
strating ability and seeking normative com-
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petence, and was posited to lead to a wide
range of negative processes and outcomes.
In addition, for both theorists, the effects of
achievement goals were expected to be mod-
erated by perceptions of competence, at least
for some processes and outcomes. Perfor-
mance/ego goals were posited to exert the
most negative impact when accompanied by
low perceptions of competence, whereas
learning/ego goals were posited to exert the
same positive impact across competence per-
ceptions.

Fifth, in articulating their views on
achievement goals, both Dweck and
Nicholls described the two different goals
relative to each other, and Dweck, in partic-
ular, sometimes categorized individuals in
terms of one type of goal or the other. This
has led some to suggest that Dweck, in par-
ticular, but also Nicholls, viewed perfor-
mance/ego and learning/task as opposite
poles on a single goal continuum. However,
neither theorist explicitly articulated a
unidimensional conceptualization of achieve-
ment goals, and it seems best to conclude
that neither theorist took a firm stance on
the dimensionality issue in their early writ-
ings. Instead, they simply focused on which
of the two goals was most salient for an in-
dividual, and this in no way necessitates a
unidimensional conceptualization of goals.
In their later writings, both Dweck (1989)
and Nicholls (1989) explicitly construed the
two goals as distinct and separate forms of
regulation.

Sixth, both Dweck and Nicholls por-
trayed achievement goals as applicable to
both situational and dispositional levels of
analysis (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). In devel-
oping their achievement goal constructs,
both theorists highlighted the limitations of
dispositional constructs (Dweck & Elliott,
1983; Maehr & Nicholls, 1980) and con-
veyed the importance of attending to more
situationally oriented constructs. Interest-
ingly, in empirical work, Dweck tended to
focus on situation-specific manifestations of
goals (e.g., Elliott & Dweck, 1988), whereas
Nicholls tended to focus on dispositional
goal orientations (e.g., Nicholls, Cheung,
Lauer, & Patashnick, 1989).

Seventh, neither Dweck nor Nicholls
made use of the distinction between ap-
proach and avoidance motivation in articu-
lating their achievement goal construct.

Early in their writing on achievement goals,
it seems as though both theorists may have
considered incorporating the approach-
avoidance distinction into their work in
some manner (see Dweck & Elliott, 1983;
Nicholls, 1984). However, it is clear that
both decided against explicitly attending to
this distinction. Dweck either described both
mastery and performance goals in purely
appetitive terms (Dweck & Leggett, 1988)
or collapsed across approach-avoidance in
characterizing performance goals in terms of
seeking positive and avoiding negative judg-
ments of ability (Elliott & Dweck, 1988).
Nicholls explicitly ignored avoidance moti-
vation altogether, characterizing task and
ego goals as “two forms of approach moti-
vation” (Nicholls, Patashnick, Cheung,
Thorkildsen, & Lauer, 1989, p. 188).

SUBSEQUENT RESEARCH
AND DEVELOPMENTS WITHIN THE
ACHIEVEMENT GOAL LITERATURE

In the mid- to late 1980s, Dweck and
Nicholls began to produce empirical work
that supported their ideas about achieve-
ment goals (e.g., Elliott & Dweck, 1988;
Nicholls, Patashnick, & Nolen, 1985).
Many other researchers joined these efforts,
and helped to document the utility of the
fledgling achievement goal approach (see
Ames & Archer, 1988; Butler, 1988; Duda,
1988; Jagacinski &  Nicholls, 1987;
Koestner, Zuckerman, & Koestner, 1987;
Meece, Blumenfeld, & Hoyle, 1988; Nolen,
1988; Sansone, Sachau, & Weir, 1989;
Stipek & Kowalski, 1989; Thorkildsen,
1989).

In an influential set of articles, Ames and
Archer (1987, 1988) laid out the rationale
for an integrative achievement goal ap-
proach that brought together not only the
conceptualizations of Dweck and Nicholls
but also those of theorists such as Ames
(1984), Covington (1984), Maehr (1983),
and Ryan (1982). Ames and Archer (1987,
1988) argued that the conceptual accounts
proposed by the aforementioned theorists
were similar enough to justify terminological
convergence in the form of a mastery/perfor-
mance goal dichotomy. This integrative
move brought cohesion to the extant litera-
ture on achievement and motivation, and
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helped to solidify the importance of the
achievement goal construct.

It is important to note that in the process
of integrating the work of many different re-
searchers, Ames and Archer (1987, 1988)
offered an expanded conceptualization of
the achievement goal construct. Achieve-
ment goals were characterized as networks
or patterns of beliefs and feelings about suc-
cess, effort, ability, errors, feedback, and
standards of evaluation. These various be-
liefs and feelings were presumed to be inter-
related within each type of goal, and were
thought to provide a wide-ranging frame-
work, or schema, labeled “orientation,”
through which achievement situations are
construed and engaged.

A final aspect of the work of Ames and
Archer (1988) warrants highlighting. These
researchers introduced the idea that the
achievement goal construct could be applied
at the classroom, as well as the individual,
level of analysis. In their research, they as-
sessed students’ perceptions of their class-
rooms in terms of an emphasis on mastery
goals and performance goals, and linked
these goal perceptions to students’ learning
strategies, task choices, attitudes, and attri-
butions. Furthermore, Ames and Archer ex-
amined how different combinations of mas-
tery goal and performance goal perceptions
correlated with these process and outcome
variables. In similar fashion, Duda (1988)
examined how different combinations of in-
dividuals’ mastery and performance goals
correlated with process and outcome vari-
ables in the sport context.

In the early 1990s, research on achieve-
ment goals began to proliferate. There were
undoubtedly many reasons for this influx of
empirical attention, including the following:
The achievement goal construct was intu-
itively appealing; the achievement goal con-
struct fit nicely with the widespread interest
in cognitively based constructs; achievement
goal ideas clearly had straightforward ap-
plied value; achievement goals were rela-
tively easy to measure and manipulate; and
Ames and Archer’s (1987, 1988) integration
helped generate new research ideas. By this
time, empirical research on achievement
goals was appearing in a broad range of dis-
ciplines, including developmental psychol-
ogy (see work by Butler, Stipek), educational
psychology (see work by Ames, Meece,

Nicholls, Pintrich), sport psychology (see
work by Duda, Roberts), and social-
personality psychology (see work by Dweck,
Harackiewicz).

As previously noted, the achievement goal
approach emerged, in part, from philosophi-
cal values regarding the importance of equal
motivational opportunities for all individ-
uals. In light of this metatheoretical foun-
dation and the clear implications of
achievement goal concepts for real-world
achievement settings, it is not surprising that
educational psychologists, in particular, be-
gan to actively utilize the achievement goal
approach as a guide for intervention and re-
form. Ames (1990; 1992) offered an elabo-
rate and particularly influential intervention
framework labeled TARGET (Tasks, Au-
thority, Recognition, Grouping, Evaluation,
Time; see Epstein, 1988). This framework
was designed to create classroom environ-
ments that would enhance mastery goal
adoption and minimize performance goal
adoption in students (see also Blumenfeld,
1992). Maehr and Midgley (1991) estab-
lished the importance of examining achieve-
ment goal influences at the school, as well as
the personal and classroom levels, and made
the case for a focus on mastery goals in each
instance. In sport psychology, Duda and col-
leagues applied the concept of “perceived
motivational climate” to coaches (Seifriz,
Duda, & Chi, 1992) and parents (White,
Duda, & Hart, 1992), and demonstrated the
benefits of mastery goals in these contexts as
well. Meece (1991) went beyond measure-
ment of the perceived motivational climate
to acquire observers’ ratings of goal-relevant
features of the achievement environment.

In the early to mid-1990s, several reviews
of achievement goal research appeared in
journal articles, chapters in edited volumes,
and textbooks. Nearly all of these reviews
rather unequivocally stated that the extant
research on mastery and performance goals
provided strong support for the basic hy-
pothesis that mastery goals lead to positive
processes and outcomes, whereas perfor-
mance goals lead to negative processes and
outcomes. These reviews tended to focus on
the main effects of achievement goals rather
than the perceived competence moderator
hypothesis. At this point, minimal research
on this moderator hypothesis had been con-
ducted, and the extant data had yielded
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mixed results (see Miller, Behrens, Greene,
& Newman, 1993; Smiley & Dweck, 1994).

For some, these reviews of the literature
portraying the effects of mastery goals as ex-
clusively positive and those of performance
goals as exclusively negative seemed over-
stated (Butler, 1992; Harackiewicz & Elliot,
1993). A closer examination of the available
research seemed to indicate that mastery
goals indeed tended to lead to a host of posi-
tive processes and outcomes (although evi-
dence linking mastery goals to positive per-
formance outcomes was conspicuously
sparse), but that performance goals some-
times had negative consequences, sometimes
had no consequences, and sometimes even
had positive consequences. For example,
performance goals were shown to have null
or positive effects in certain types of achieve-
ment contexts (see Koestner et al., 1987;
Miller & Hom, 1990; Sansone et al., 1989)
and for persons with certain types of
personality dispositions (see Elliot &
Harackiewicz, 1994; Harackiewicz & Elliot,
1993). This pattern of results led
Harackiewicz (Harackiewicz & Elliot, 1993;
Harackiewicz & Sansone, 1991), in particu-
lar, to explicitly question the proposal that
performance goals are maladaptive.

On a related note, some researchers began
to posit mastery goals coupled with perfor-
mance goals as the optimal achievement
goal profile, rather than mastery goals cou-
pled with the absence of performance goals
(Farr, Hofmann, & Ringenbach, 1993). Re-
search examining the predictive nature of
different goal profiles lent some credence to
this proposition. Several studies indicated
that the “high mastery-high performance
goal” combination was linked to the best
pattern of processes and outcomes (Ainley,
1993; Bouffard, Boisvert, Vezeau, &
Larouche, 1995; Fox, Goudas, Biddle,
Duda, & Armstrong, 1994; Wentzel, 1991,
1993), although others supported the “high
mastery—low performance goal” combina-
tion (Meece & Holt, 1993; Pintrich & Gar-
cia, 1991). The Farr et al. (1993) article
cited earlier is also noteworthy for a differ-
ent reason: It was one of the first articles to
emerge from industrial-organizational psy-
chology that explicitly discussed achieve-
ment goals (see Kanfer, 1990, for the initial
consideration of achievement goals in this
discipline). Corresponding empirical work

began to appear shortly thereafter (see
Sujan, Weitz, & Kumar, 1994).

Other goals besides the “big two” had
been considered for inclusion in achievement
goal accounts from the beginning of concep-
tual and empirical work in this area (see
Maehr, 1983; Maehr & Nicholls, 1980;
Nicholls et al., 1985). Several candidates for
inclusion began to receive more extensive
consideration and scrutiny in the early to
mid-1990s, most notably, work avoidance
goals, extrinsic goals, and social goals (see
Urdan, 1997, for a review). Work avoidance
goals (also labeled “academic alienation™)
were defined in terms of trying to get away
with putting as little work or effort as possi-
ble into achievement tasks (Meece et al.,
1988; Nicholls et al., 1985; Nolen, 1988).
Extrinsic goals were defined in terms of
striving to earn a reward or avoid a punish-
ment (Maehr, 1983; Midgley & Urdan,
1995; Pintrich & Garcia, 1991). Social goals
were defined as strivings that focus on inter-
personal relationships (Maehr & Nicholls,
1980; Wentzel, 1989), and a number of dif-
ferent variants were delineated, including so-
cial approval goals, social responsibility
goals, social status goals, prosocial goals,
and affiliation goals (Urdan & Maehr,
1995). Importantly, no criteria were in place
by which to judge the merit of these addi-
tional goal candidates, and this proved an
impediment to deciding which, if any, war-
ranted inclusion into a model of achieve-
ment goals. It was clear that each of the goal
candidates was operative in achievement sit-
uations, but it was equally clear that none of
the goals focused on a commitment to
achievement per se.

The year 1994 saw the premature passing
of one of the pioneers of the achievement
goal construct, John Nicholls.

INCORPORTATION OF
THE APPROACH-AVOIDANCE
DISTINCTION

The distinction between approach and
avoidance motivation has deep and wide-
spread intellectual roots. It has been a part
of theorizing on motivation since the advent
of psychology as a scientific discipline, and it
has been utilized by proponents of all ma-
jor psychological traditions (Elliot, 1999).
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Within the achievement motivation litera-
ture, the approach-avoidance distinction
was incorporated into the first formal model
of achievement motivation (the theory of re-
sultant valence offered by Lewin, Dembo,
Festinger, & Sears, 1944), and has figured
prominently in many other influential ac-
counts of achievement behavior since that
time (see Alpert & Haber, 1960; Atkin-
son, 1957; Covington & Beery, 1976;
McClelland, Atkinson, Clark, & Lowell,
1953; Weiner, 1972). Given this history, it is
surprising that as the achievement goal ap-
proach emerged in the 1990s as the predom-
inant account of achievement behavior, the
approach-avoidance distinction continued
to be ignored. All researchers either fol-
lowed the lead of Dweck in not attending to
separable approach and avoidance forms of
performance goals (Butler, 1992; Skaalvik,
Valans, & Sletta, 1994) or they followed the
lead of Nicholls in explicitly characterizing
both mastery and performance goals as ap-
proach forms of motivation (Ames, 1992;
Meece & Holt, 1993). My own work at this
time focused explicitly on the approach-
avoidance distinction and sought to incor-
porate it within the achievement goal con-
struct.

As a social-personality psychology gradu-
ate student in the early 1990s, I read broadly
and deeply in the achievement motivation
literature. In my reading, I was struck by the
absence of attention to the approach-
avoidance distinction in achievement goal
work, especially given how richly the con-
ceptual and empirical utility of this distinc-
tion had been documented in other theoreti-
cal frameworks over the years. I was also
aware of the fact that a close examination of
the extant achievement goal research indi-
cated that the performance goals were not
necessarily as deleterious as hypothesized,
but could have both negative and positive ef-
fects on achievement-relevant processes and
outcomes. This pattern of results matched
my personal experience with performance
goals, perhaps in particular, my experience
on the ballfield as a baseball player and
coach.

Accordingly, T reexamined the existing
empirical work on achievement goals to de-
termine whether the approach-avoidance
distinction could help explain the variation
in results for performance goals (Elliot,

1994). 1 noticed that for laboratory experi-
ments, it was possible to distinguish between
performance goal manipulations that drew
participants’ attention to the possibility of a
positive outcome (thereby presumably
instantiating approach motivation) and
those that drew their attention to the possi-
bility of a negative outcome (thereby pre-
sumably instantiating avoidance motiva-
tion). In similar fashion, for field studies, it
was possible to distinguish between perfor-
mance goal measures comprised entirely of
items focused on the possibility of a positive
outcome (presumably representing approach
motivation) and those that contained items
focused on the possibility of a negative out-
come (presumably representing avoidance
motivation). Classifying the manipulations
and measures from extant research on this
basis seemed to bring a great deal of clarity
to the empirical pattern for performance
goals. In general, performance goal manipu-
lations and measures classified as approach
tended to produce a positive set of processes
and outcomes, whereas those classified as
avoidance tended to produce a negative set
of processes and outcomes (see Rawsthorne
& Elliot, 1999, for an empirically based
meta-analytic validation of these observa-
tions). If, as this analysis suggested, perfor-
mance goals focused on positive outcomes
and performance goals focused on negative
outcomes have very different effects, it
seemed quite likely that combining these
types of goals together under the (omnibus)
performance goal rubric would produce the
mixed empirical pattern observed in the ex-
tant data.

Thus, on the basis of the long-docu-
mented utility of the approach-avoidance
distinction, and the apparent utility of this
distinction in clarifying the extant achieve-
ment goal literature, in my dissertation work
I posited that the dichotomous achievement
goal framework be revised to form a tri-
chotomous framework (Elliot, 1994; see
Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996). Specifically, 1
bifurcated the conventional performance
goal into conceptually independent ap-
proach and avoidance goals, and posited
three separate achievement goals: a mastery
goal focused on the development of compe-
tence or the attainment of task mastery, a
performance—approach goal focused on the
attainment of normative competence, and a
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performance-avoidance goal focused on the
avoidance of normative incompetence. Mas-
tery and performance-approach goals were
characterized as approach goals, because
they focused on potential positive outcomes
(improvement/mastery and normative com-
petence, respectively), whereas perfor-
mance-avoidance goals were characterized
as avoidance goals, because they focused on
a potential negative outcome (normative in-
competence).

The focus on positive possibilities in both
mastery and performance-approach goal
regulation was posited to lead to a some-
what similar set of positive processes and
outcomes. However, some differences in the
predictive profile of these forms of approach
motivation were also posited given their dif-
ferential evaluative standards. For example,
the external evaluative focus inherent in
performance-approach goals was thought to
limit the extent to which they, relative to
mastery goals, produced positive phenome-
nological processes and outcomes. However,
this same characteristic of performance—
approach goals was thought to make them
better facilitators of performance attainment
than mastery goals, particularly in situations
where such attainment depends on following
externally imposed criteria rather than in-
herently interesting aspects of the task itself
(Elliot, 1994; Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996).
The focus on negative possibilities in
performance-avoidance goals was posited to
lead to a broad range of negative processes
and outcomes.

Rather than view perceived competence as
a moderator of achievement goal effects, I
posited it to be an antecedent of achieve-
ment goal adoption (Elliot, 1994; Elliot &
Church, 1997). High perceived competence
was posited to orient individuals to the pos-
sibility of success and to facilitate the adop-
tion of approach goals, both mastery and
performance-approach, whereas low per-
ceived competence was posited to orient in-
dividuals to the possibility of failure and to
facilitate the adoption of performance-
avoidance goals. Thus, competence expec-
tancies were presumed to exert their effects
on processes and outcomes indirectly
through their influence on achievement goal
adoption, rather than directly in interaction
with achievement goals.

Importantly, the influence of perceived
competence on achievement goal adoption
was thought to be of moderate magnitude.
Many other factors besides perceived com-
petence were viewed as contributing to
achievement goal adoption, including
achievement motives, implicit theories of
ability, and characteristics of the achieve-
ment task or evaluative setting (Elliot, 1994;
1997). This is a critical point, because sev-
eral theorists in the 1970s and 1980s had
portrayed high-low perceptions of compe-
tence as functionally isomorphic with
approach-avoidance motivational tenden-
cies (Kukla, 1972; Meyer, 1987). Indeed, it
is likely that this portrait of approach-
avoidance motivation as reducible to per-
ceived competence was a major reason that
approach-avoidance constructs lay fallow
during the 1970s and 1980s. That is, per-
ceived competence constructs were quite
popular as explanatory constructs during
this time, and approach-avoidance motiva-
tion was presumed to be redundant with
such constructs. In contrast, I portrayed
achievement goals as emerging from com-
petence perceptions (as well as other in-
fluences), but as having a direct effect on
processes and outcomes independent of per-
ceived competence.

The trichotomous achievement goal
framework incorporated the distinction be-
tween approach and avoidance motivation
within performance goals, but left mastery
goals intact. In subsequent work (Elliot,
1999), I proposed a 2 x 2 achievement goal
framework that incorporated the approach—
avoidance distinction within mastery goals
as well as performance goals (see also
Pintrich, 2000). As I stated earlier, the extant
empirical work on mastery goals had yielded
a rather clear pattern of findings that indi-
cated that these goals led to a host of posi-
tive processes and outcomes. I examined the
existing research on mastery goals and con-
cluded that the clarity of the empirical yield
was due to the fact that the manipulations
and measures used in this research focused
uniformly on positive possibilities. That is,
in contrast to the extant research on perfor-
mance goals, in which approach and avoid-
ance motivation were often mixed indis-
criminantly, in the extant research on
mastery goals, avoidance motivation was
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simply omitted altogether. As such, whereas
the trichotomous framework separated om-
nibus performance goals into conceptually
independent  performance-approach and
performance-avoidance goals, the 2 x 2
framework added mastery—avoidance goals
as the conceptually independent comple-
ment to the mastery—approach goals that
were already in place.

Mastery—avoidance goals were described
as a focus on avoiding self-referential or
task-referential ~ incompetence.  Whereas
mastery—approach goals entail striving to
develop one’s skills and abilities, advance
one’s learning, understand material, or mas-
ter a task, mastery—avoidance goals entail
striving to avoid losing one’s skills and abili-
ties (or having their development stagnate),
forgetting what one has learned, misunder-
standing material, or leaving a task incom-
plete. These goals were characterized as
mastery goals because of their focus on de-
velopment and task mastery; they were char-
acterized as avoidance goals because of their
focus on a potential negative outcome (self-
or task-referential incompetence).

Predictions for mastery—avoidance goals
were proffered tentatively given the fact that
the mastery component of the goal was usu-
ally viewed as facilitating positive processes
and outcomes, whereas the avoidance com-
ponent of the goal was usually viewed as
producing negative processes and outcomes.
Nothing was known about the precise way
in which these two components would
integrate and function together in self-
regulation, so specific hypotheses were
viewed as difficult to generate a priori. In
general, mastery—avoidance goals were ex-
pected to produce less optimal consequences
than those for mastery—approach goals, but
less deleterious consequences than those for
performance-avoidance goals (Elliot, 1999;
Elliot & McGregor, 2001). Perceived com-
petence was not expected to moderate the
influence of mastery—avoidance goals on
processes and outcomes. Rather, perceived
competence was viewed as an antecedent of
mastery—avoidance goals, such that low per-
ceptions of competence were thought to ori-
ent individuals to the possibility of task- or
self-referential incompetence and, there-
fore, to prompt the adoption of mastery—
avoidance goals.

Overall, mastery—avoidance goals were
presumed to be less prevalent than mastery—
approach, performance-approach, and per-
formance-avoidance goals, at least in the
achievement contexts typically studied in the
achievement goal literature. However,
mastery—avoidance goals were viewed as
quite common in some instances and for
some types of individuals. For example,
these goals were thought to be quite com-
mon among the elderly. Physical and mental
skills and abilities gradually diminish during
the aging process, and it is likely that many
who experience this diminution adopt a
variant of the goal “avoid losing my skills
and abilities.” Athletes, students, or employ-
ees who have sought to maximize their skills
and abilities may at some point feel that
they have fully exploited their potential
(“reached their peak”) and shift to a focus
on “not doing worse than I have done in the
past.” Perfectionists may be particularly
likely to adopt goals such as “avoid making
any mistakes” or “not lose a single point.”
Mastery—avoidance goals may also be com-
mon among those who think that they have
a bad memory and consequently focus on
“not forgetting what I have learned” (Elliot,
1999; Elliot & Thrash, 2001). Thus,
mastery—-avoidance goals were construed as
important forms of regulation in some in-
stances, and attending to these goals was
viewed as necessary in the interest of more
fully accounting for the diverse nature of
achievement strivings in real-world situa-
tions.

In addition to fully incorporating the
approach-avoidance distinction into the
achievement goal construct, the 2 x 2 frame-
work sought to explicitly establish compe-
tence as the conceptual core of the achieve-
ment goal construct. Competence has
always been considered an important part of
the achievement goal construct, but, as
noted earlier, other motivational concepts
(e.g., self-presentation, self-assessment, im-
pression management) have also been in-
cluded in conceptualizing and operation-
alizing achievement goals. In the 2 x 2
framework, “achievement” was explicitly
portrayed in terms of competence, and the
achievement goal construct was explicitly
grounded in competence alone. Other moti-
vational concerns and foci were thought to
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commonly become associated with compe-
tence-based goals, but these other concerns
and foci were portrayed as antecedents or
consequences of competence-based goal
adoption, rather than as part of the goal per
se (Elliot & Thrash, 2001; Thrash & Elliot,
2001).

Establishing competence as the core of the
achievement goal construct provided a firm
foundation from which achievement goals
could be clearly conceptualized, and differ-
ent types of achievement goals could be
straightforwardly derived. 1 posited that
within a motivational context, the concept
of competence may be differentiated in two
fundamental ways, in terms of definition
and in terms of valence (Elliot, 1999; Elliot
& McGregor, 2001).

Competence is defined by the standard or
referent that is used in evaluating it. Three
different standards may be used: an absolute
standard (the requirements of the task it-
self), an intrapersonal standard (one’s own
past attainment or maximum potential at-
tainment), and a normative standard (the
performance of others). That is, competence
may be evaluated and, therefore defined, in
absolute terms according to one’s mastery of
a task, in intrapersonal terms according to
one’s personal trajectory, and in interper-
sonal terms according to one’s attainment
relative to others. Absolute and intraper-
sonal competence share many conceptual
and empirical similarities and, at present,
may be considered jointly rather than sepa-
rately. As such, competence may be defined
in absolute—intrapersonal terms or in inter-
personal terms, and two types of achieve-
ment goals may be delineated according to
the type of competence that an individual
commits to in an achievement situation.
This definition aspect of competence has
been an important (although, to reiterate,
not exclusive) focus of the dichotomous
achievement goal framework, with mastery
goals commonly entailing commitment to an
absolute—intrapersonal standard and perfor-
mance goals commonly entailing commit-
ment to an intrapersonal standard (Ames,
1984; Dweck & Elliott, 1983; Maehr, 1983;
Nicholls, 1984).

Competence is valenced in that it can be
construed in positive terms (i.e., competence
or success) or in negative terms (i.e., incom-
petence or failure). Two types of achieve-

ment goals may be delineated according
whether the competence-relevant focus is on
approaching the positive possibility of com-
petence per se, or on avoiding the negative
possibility of incompetence. This valence as-
pect of competence represents the approach—
avoidance motivation distinction.

Both definition and valence are integral to
the concept of competence in motivational
contexts and are presumed to be represented
in any and all forms of achievement goals.
That is, definition and valence are construed
as necessary features of achievement goals,
because it is not possible to formulate an
achievement goal that does not include, im-
plicitly or explicitly, information as to how
competence is defined and valenced. These
two aspects of competence are combined to
form the four different types of goals repre-
sented in the 2 X 2 framework.

Establishing competence as the core of the
achievement goal construct not only delin-
eated the precise conceptual nature of
achievement goals but also provided clear,
systematic guidelines for the evaluation of
additional achievement goal candidates.
Such candidates must be competence-based
and must either extend the two central as-
pects of competence, definition and valence,
or be grounded in an additional aspect of
competence not yet identified. A 3 x 2
framework that separates the absolute and
intrapersonal definitions of competence was
viewed as the most plausible option (Elliot,
1999); these definitions were construed as
conceptually separable, with the remaining
task being to determine whether they are in-
deed empirically separable. The definition
and valence aspects of competence were por-
trayed as sufficient to delineate the compe-
tence construct; therefore, these components
were viewed as sufficient building blocks
with which to comprehensively model
competence-based strivings.

SUBSEQUENT RESEARCH AND
DEVELOPMENTS WITHIN THE
ACHIEVEMENT GOAL LITERATURE

In the mid- to late 1990s, my colleagues and
I produced empirical work testing the tri-
chotomous achievement goal framework
(e.g., Elliot & Church, 1997; Elliot &
Harackiewicz, 1996). Many other research-
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ers did likewise (see, especially, Middleton
& Midgley, 1997; Skaalvik, 1997; Van-
deWalle, 1997), and the resulting data base
provided strong evidence for the need to at-
tend to the approach—avoidance distinction
in achievement goal research. Initially, the
three goals in the trichotomous framework
were manipulated in the experimental labo-
ratory, and the importance of separating
performance-approach and performance-
avoidance goals was documented (Elliot &
Harackiewicz, 1996). Shortly thereafter,
measures of the three goals were developed,
and the factor-analytic separability and dif-
ferential predictive utility of the three goals
was demonstrated (Elliot & Church, 1997;
Middleton & Midgley, 1997; Skaalvik,
1997; VandeWalle, 1997). Additional empir-
ical work further illustrated the benefits of
the trichotomous model (Bembenutty, 1999;
Brett & VandeWalle, 1999; Elliot &
McGregor, 1999; Elliot, McGregor, & Ga-
ble, 1999; Halvari & Kjormo, 1999; Lopez,
1999; Midgley et al., 1998; VandeWalle &
Cummings, 1997). In a few of these studies,
perceived competence was examined as a
moderator variable and as a possible alter-
native explanation for observed effects; little
evidence emerged for either possibility (Elliot
& Church, 1997; Elliot & Harackiewicz,
1996). Perceived competence was, however,
documented as a predictor of achievement
goals, as posited by the trichotomous model
(Elliot & Church, 1997; Lopez, 1999).
During this time, research utilizing the di-
chotomous achievement goal framework
proceeded apace. Most researchers utilizing
the dichotomous framework either explicitly
labeled their performance goal construct
performance-approach, or at minimum
were careful to purify their manipulations or
measures of avoidance content. The prolifer-
ation in achievement goal research that was
witnessed early in the 1990s continued,
seemingly in linear fashion, as individuals
linked goals to a variety of different anteced-
ents and, especially, consequences. Research
in educational and sport psychology, in par-
ticular, burgeoned (for reviews, see Duda,
2001; Midgley, 2002; Pintrich & Schunk,
2002; Roberts, 2001; Treasure, 2001). Work
on achievement goals in industrial-
organizational psychology began in earnest
during this period, facilitated, in part, by the
development of a dichotomous achievement

goal measure by Button, Mathieu, and Zajac
(19965 for a review, see Kozlowski et al.,
2001).

Of particular note during this time was an
influx of important research contributions
from individuals at, or trained at, the Uni-
versity of Michigan. These researchers fo-
cused on expanding the achievement goal
nomological network, establishing interrela-
tions among goals at different levels of anal-
ysis, supplementing perceived goal structure
measures with observation-based goal struc-
ture measures, and documenting the impact
of school transitions on goals and goal-
related processes and outcomes (see E.
Anderman & Midgley, 1997; L. Anderman,
1999; Kaplan & Midgley, 1999; Middleton
& Midgley, 1997; Midgley, Arunkumar, &
Urdan, 1996; Patrick et al., 1997; Roeser,
Midgley, & Urdan, 1996; Ryan & Pintrich,
1997; Turner, Thorpe, & Meyer, 1998;
Urdan, Midgley, & Anderman, 1998;
Wolters, Yu, & Pintrich, 1996). Much of
this work emerged from an unusually fruit-
ful, large-scale longitudinal study of elemen-
tary through high school students (see
Midgley, 2002). These efforts were fueled
by, and fit hand in glove with, a focus on in-
tervention and school reform, articulately
expressed in Maehr and Midgley’s (1996)
Transforming School Cultures.

In addition to examining the influence of
both personal and structural achievement
goals on process and outcomes, researchers
in sport psychology, in particular, began to
examine achievement goals from an
interactionist perspective. This research fo-
cused on questions regarding the fit between
the goals held by the person and those em-
phasized in the achievement context (e.g.,
Can personal performance goals be adaptive
in contexts with a performance goal empha-
sis?). Results from this research tended to
support the importance of attending to is-
sues of fit, although no single goal combina-
tion emerged as optimal for all processes
and outcomes (see Treasure & Roberts,
1998; Walker, Roberts, & Nyheim, 1998; cf.
Newton & Duda, 1999)

By the end of the 1990s, several studies
examining the role of perceived competence
as a moderator of achievement goal effects
had been conducted, and the results contin-
ued to be decidedly mixed. Some studies
found evidence for the hypothesized pattern
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of moderation (Cury, Biddle, Sarrazin, &
Famose, 1997; Elliott & Dweck, 1988;
Smiley & Dweck, 1994), but many did not
(Elliot & Church, 1997; Elliot & Harackie-
wicz, 1994, 1996; Harackiewicz & Elliot,
1993; Kaplan & Midgley, 1997; Miller et
al., 1993). This mixed empirical yield
prompted Hong, Chiu, Dweck, Lin, and
Wan (1999) to question the idea that perfor-
mance goals can have positive consequences
when perceived competence is high. Instead,
these researchers suggested that it may be
more appropriate to expect performance
goals to have inimical consequences across
perceptions of competence.

At the beginning of this decade, research
on the 2 x 2 achievement goal framework
commenced. In the initial work on this
model, a measure of the four goals was de-
veloped, factor-analytic data supporting the
separability of the four goals were pre-
sented, and evidence for differential no-
mological networks was provided (Elliot &
McGregor, 2001). Subsequent experimental
and field work provided additional support
for the viability of the 2 x 2 framework in
general, and the mastery—avoidance goal
variable specifically (Conroy, in press;
Conroy & Elliot, 2004; Conroy, Elliot, &
Hofer, 2003; Cury, Elliot, Da Fonseca, &
Moller, 2004; Elliot & Reis, 2003; Finney,
Pieper, & Barron, 2004; Karabenick, 2003,
2004; Malka & Covington, in press; Van
Yperen, 2003; see Moller & Elliot, in press).
The available data seemed to indicate that
mastery—avoidance goals have antecedents
and consequences that are much more simi-
lar to performance-avoidance goals than to
mastery—approach goals.

Empirical work on the trichotomous
achievement goal framework continued to
accumulate. By the end of 2003, over 60
studies from 12 different countries had ap-
peared in print, the vast majority of which
were published in educational, industrial-
organizational, and social-personality psy-
chology journals. This research clearly docu-
mented and illustrated the importance of
separating  performance-approach  and
performance-avoidance goals, and placed
the majority of the deleterious consequences
of performance-based goals on perfor-
mance-avoidance goals. Mastery goals were
shown to have widespread positive effects,
whereas performance-approach goals were

shown to have a primarily positive but trun-
cated set of positive consequences.

An empirical pattern that began to be ac-
knowledged in the 1990s (see Harackiewicz,
Barron, & Elliot, 1998) but became particu-
larly salient as evidence from the 2 x 2, tri-
chotomous, and dichotomous frameworks
accumulated, was that mastery—approach
goals often did not positively predict perfor-
mance attainment, whereas performance—
approach goals did so on a rather consistent
basis. This and other positive findings for
performance-approach goals elicited an en-
gaging dialogue on the costs and benefits of
these goals, and, importantly, on implica-
tions for application (see Harackiewicz,
Barron, Pintrich, Elliot, & Thrash, 2002;
Midgley, Kaplan, & Middleton, 2001;
Kaplan & Midgley, 2002; for an equally en-
gaging exchange on more general topics, see
Harwood & Hardy, 2001; Harwood,
Hardy, & Swain, 2000; Treasure, Duda,
Hall, Roberts, & Ames, 2001).

As this dialogue transpired, research from
the dichotomous perspective on the anteced-
ents and consequences of mastery—approach
and performance-approach goals at all lev-
els of analysis continued to appear in jour-
nals in various disciplines, industrial-
organizational and sport psychology, in par-
ticular (for reviews, see Biddle, Wang,
Kavussanu, & Spray, 2003; Deshon & Carr,
2004; Duda, 2004; Sonnentag, Niessen, &
Ohly, 2004). Multiple goal perspectives of
various sorts became more salient as re-
searchers developed new conceptual and em-
pirical approaches to the study of goal com-
binations (Barron & Harackiewicz, 2001;
Brophy, 2004; Deshon, Kozlowski, Schmidt,
Milner, & Wiechmann, 2004; Pintrich,
2000).

The years 2001 and 2003 saw the prema-
ture passing of two integral contributors
to the achievement goal literature, Carol
Midgley and Paul Pintrich, respectively.

ISSUES CURRENTLY FACING THE
ACHIEVEMENT GOAL LITERATURE

The achievement goal approach remains the
predominant approach to achievement moti-
vation in the contemporary literature. This
tradition is now over 20 years old and con-
tinues to generate important basic and ap-
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plied research across a host of psychological
disciplines. However, several basic questions
continue to demand attention in achieve-
ment goal work, and I close this chapter by
briefly making note of what I view to be
some important conceptual (and associated
operational) issues facing the literature to-
day.

1. There is surprisingly little consensus in
the achievement goal literature on whether
“goal” in “achievement goal” is best repre-
sented as aim (Elliot & Thrash, 2001), a
combination of reason and aim (Dweck,
1986), or overarching orientation (Ames &
Archer, 1988). My perspective is that the
term “goal” is best conceptualized as aim,
because this use is consistent with the proto-
typical use of the term in the broader moti-
vational literature, and it affords conceptual
precision without, ultimately, sacrificing
conceptual breadth. In any given achieve-
ment context, an aim (e.g., to do well rela-
tive to others) is always undergirded by a
more general reason (e.g., to show others I
have ability, to feel the satisfaction of suc-
cess, to avoid the shame of failure, to get the
reward my mother promised me), so clearly
both aim and reason are important in ac-
counting for achievement behavior. How-
ever, as illustrated by the preceding exam-
ples, a single aim may be undergirded by
many different reasons, and I think it is opti-
mal to keep the aim and reason constructs
conceptually separate, and to explore the
implications of an assortment of different
aim-reason combinations (i.e., “goal com-
plexes”; Elliot & Thrash, 2001; see Grant
and Dweck, 2003, for what may be viewed
as a step in this direction). With regard to
the conception of goals as overarching ori-
entations, I think it is best to keep aims con-
ceptually separate from the many different
dispositions, tendencies, processes, and out-
comes to which aims are associated, and to
empirically examine the links between the
antecedents of aims and their affective, cog-
nitive, and behavioral consequences (for
more on this issue, see Elliot & Thrash,
2001; Thrash & Elliot, 2001).

2. The way in which the aforementioned
conceptual issue is addressed has direct im-
plications for measurement and manipula-
tion. If “goal” is conceptualized as aim, goal
measures/manipulations should focus on the

appetitive or aversive standard of evalua-
tion, but if “goal” is conceptualized as a
combination of reason and aim, measures/
manipulations should focus on both the
standard of evaluation and the reason(s) for
commitment to that standard, and if “goal”
is conceptualized as an overarching orienta-
tion, measures/manipulations should include
the many different dispositions, tendencies,
processes, and outcomes associated with the
aim (see Elliot & Thrash, 2001; Thrash &
Elliot, 2001). On a related note, it should be
acknowledged that the same labels are com-
monly used to refer to measures/manipula-
tions of great diversity. For example, some
performance-avoidance goal measures focus
on incompetence, whereas others focus on
self-presentation concerns. This poses prob-
lems not only across different measures/
manipulations but also within individual
measures/manipulations. To continue the pre-
ceding example, in some achievement goal
measures, the performance-avoidance items
focus on self-presentation concerns, whereas
the performance-approach items focus on
normative competence, with little or no fo-
cus on self-presentation (thereby confound-
ing approach—avoidance and competence—
self-presentation). Operationalization prob-
lems of this nature impede interpretational
clarity and, ultimately, impede progress in
the literature.

3. Some researchers, and indeed some en-
tire disciplines, have largely adopted Ames
and Archer’s (1987, 1988) terminological
recommendation of “mastery” and “perfor-
mance” goals. Other researchers, and indeed
other entire disciplines, have continued to
use an assortment of different labels or, in
the case of sport psychology, have continued
to utilize Nicholls’s original task—ego labels.
The move toward uniform labels paid sub-
stantial dividends in the 1990s, and it seems
that the more the achievement goal litera-
ture can move in this unified direction, the
better. There may be important reasons to
gravitate to labels other than mastery and
performance in some instances, and as the
aforementioned conceptual and operational
issues become clarified, it may even be nec-
essary for entirely new terminology to
emerge. However, in the main, it seems that
a continued movement toward uniform la-
bels would help facilitate interdisciplinary
cross talk and cross-fertilization, which
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would undoubtedly move the literature to-
ward greater integration and maturity. Im-
portantly, Ames and Archer’s terminological
recommendation is separable from their
conceptual expansion of the achievement
goal construct; one may be embraced with-
out the other.

4. The term “orientation” is used by
achievement goal researchers not only to re-
fer to a broad network of beliefs and feel-
ings, but also to refer to a dispositional goal
adoption tendency. Indeed, many, if not
most, researchers in this area utilize the
achievement goal construct in a disposi-
tional manner in their empirical work. This
strong dispositional focus is surprising from
both conceptual and empirical standpoints.
Conceptually, the achievement goal ap-
proach originated, in part, as a critique of
dispositional constructs (especially the need
for achievement), and as a move toward a
more specific, contextual level of analysis
(see Maehr & Nicholls, 1980; Dweck &
Wortman, 1982). In addition, when con-
strued as a disposition, it is difficult to see
how the achievement goal construct differs
from the self-attributed achievement motive
construct that has been articulated within
the classic achievement motive tradition
(McClelland, 1985; see Spence & Helm-
reich’s [1983] distinction between work—
mastery and competitiveness in the self-
attributed need for achievement). Further-
more, if achievement goal orientations are
portrayed as general tendencies to adopt
particular achievement goals in specific situ-
ations, and achievement goals in specific sit-
uations are viewed as the direct regulators of
achievement behavior, then it seems that
achievement goal orientations merely serve a
descriptive, and not an explanatory function
(see McAdams, 2001, for an analogous
statement regarding the Big Five traits).
From an empirical standpoint, it is well es-
tablished that the predictive utility of an in-
dependent variable is maximized when it is
operationalized at the same level as the de-
pendent variable of interest (see Ajzen &
Fishbein, 1977). This correspondence be-
tween independent variable and dependent
variables is violated in achievement goal re-
search that seeks to predict affect, cognition,
or behavior in a specific achievement situa-
tion with a dispositional achievement goal

measure. When dispositional achievement
goal measures are associated with self-
reports of general affective, cognitive, or
behavioral tendencies in achievement situa-
tions, it is difficult to know precisely what
has been learned about actual, real-world
achievement motivation. Thus, although the
achievement goal construct can be utilized at
both dispositional and situation-specific lev-
els of analysis, conceptual and empirical
considerations seem to suggest that it may
be best suited for the situation-specific level.

5. Conceptual and empirical work on
achievement goals is commonly referred to
using the term “theory,” as in “achievement
goal theory” or “goal orientation theory.”
An important question to ask is what is be-
ing referred to when this “theory” moniker
is utilized. On one hand, it seems as though
there are (a) several different ways to con-
ceptualize mastery and performance goals
(e.g., aim, combination of aim and reason,
overarching orientation), (b) several differ-
ent conceptual frameworks that delineate
different types of achievement goals (e.g.,
the dichotomous, trichotomous, and 2 x 2
frameworks), and (c) several different mod-
els that explicate links between achievement
goals and their antecedents and conse-
quences (e.g., the social-cognitive model, the
hierarchical model). In each instance, it
would seem that “theories” would be a
more accurate descriptor than “theory.” On
the other hand, it may be the case that “the-
ory” is most often used in general fashion to
refer to the differentiation of achievement
goals in terms of the mastery—performance
distinction. In this case, a legitimate ques-
tion to ask is whether this distinction alone
(construed at this general level) warrants the
“theory” designation. It is for the aforemen-
tioned reasons that I recommend the term
“achievement goal approach” to refer to this
most generative and fruitful of achievement
motivation traditions.

6. Finally, since its inception, theoretical
and empirical work on achievement goals
has emerged from two desires: a desire to
scientifically account for motivated achieve-
ment behavior, and a desire to help individu-
als (especially children) be optimally moti-
vated in achievement settings. These desires
are not incompatible or antagonistic and, on
the contrary, it may be argued that these
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dual foundations are part of what makes the
achievement goal approach so generative
and achievement goal research so invigorat-
ing and satisfying to conduct. However, dis-
agreements in the achievement goal litera-
ture seem to arise when one desire takes
precedent over the other—when theoretical
work begins to lose its tether to real-world
considerations, or when real-world consid-
erations alone begin to drive data interpreta-
tion and summary. Importantly, theoreti-
cally derived empirical work can tell us how
achievement goals operate in the present
social-psychological context; this work is
mute regarding whether the social-
psychological context optimally should be
this way, whether the social-psychological
context can be changed, and whether
achievement goals operate the same way
across different social-psychological con-
texts (see Elliot & Moller, 2003). Simply
stated, theory-based description and expla-
nation is altogether different from real-
world prescription. Theory begets applica-
tion, and application informs theory, and 1
believe it is in drawing deeply from both
that the achievement goal approach will de-
velop to its full potential.
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ATTRIBUTIONS

CHAPTER 5

™R

Motivation from an Attribution
Perspective and the Social Psychology
of Perceived Competence

BERNARD WEINER

iscussions of competence, which I view
Das synonymous with ability and “can,”
often regard it a structure—a whole, with
parts or components, that is measured and
used above all to predict learning and per-
formance. As an attribution theorist, rather
than considering competence a structure, I
construe it as a subjective inference or a so-
cial construction that can pertain to the self
and to others. Competence as defined here is
not a “thing” or an “it” but is a perception,
or an inference, often about others, and usu-
ally implicating causality. Perception of
competence, along with its underlying causal
determinants, then gives rise to additional
social inferences about the self and others, as
well as influencing affects and social behav-
iors. Furthermore, in contrast to the struc-
tural approach, “more of” competence is
not necessarily equated with “better.” Quite
the contrary, competence is not only linked
with positive outcomes but also is associated
with a number of undesired consequences.
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These include, for example, being labeled a
“nerd”; being the target of envy, and hence
dislike, by others; and proneness to being re-
garded as arrogant. These adverse conse-
quences are elaborated on later in this chap-
ter. Hence, for the psychologist, the richness
of the concept of competence does not
merely lie in answers to questions such as
“How can someone get more of it?” or
“How many are there?” and the usual list of
suspects when addressed from a structural
viewpoint.

In the present discussion of competence, I
contrast the ability to perform a task that
implies high aptitude with competence at-
tained because of effort expenditure.
Typically, this is not a distinction that is ar-
ticulated, for researchers also tend to be re-
miss in regarding competence from an
ahistorical perspective as something one has
or does not have, irrespective of its history.
But it makes a great deal of difference
whether one was competent and lost it, or
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never had it; or worked hard to gain it as
opposed to always having it. Of particular
importance in this chapter is the path to at-
taining competence—via aptitude versus ex-
pended effort. I believe if the distinction be-
tween aptitude and effort expenditure as
antecedents of competence were fully under-
stood, then a great deal of psychological in-
sight would be gained. I borrow from many
titles in the psychological literature by stat-
ing that, in this chapter, I move toward that
end. To address this distinction, I first pre-
sent my version of attribution theory (or, I
should say, attribution theories, for I have
proposed both an intrapersonal and an
interpersonal conceptual framework, see
Weiner, 2000). Then, I more fully turn to
competence.

ATTRIBUTION THEORY

Imagine, for example, that a student has just
received a poor grade on an exam and we, as
psychologists and educators, want to predict
whether she will continue in school or drop
out. Among the likely predictors I identify
are the subjective expectancy of future suc-
cess, as well as emotions related to self-
esteem, guilt, and shame. These self-directed
thoughts and feelings comprise what I label
an intrapersonal theory of motivation.

Now consider that, following the poor
exam performance, significant others, in-
cluding peers, teachers, and parents, evalu-
ate or judge this person. They consider her
good or bad, responsible or not responsible
for the low test score, moral or immoral,
and she is the target of emotions including
anger and sympathy. These thoughts and
emotions, in turn, arouse help or neglect,
positive or negative feedback, and the like.
These other-directed thoughts and feelings
comprise what I label an interpersonal the-
ory of motivation. A distinction between
intrapersonal versus interpersonal perspec-
tives is particularly important in the exami-
nation of competence. This is because, from
an intrapersonal perspective, being compe-
tent usually (but not always) facilitates moti-
vation. On the other hand, from an interper-
sonal perspective, competence also is
associated with motivational inhibitors; that
is, it is tied to some factors that decrease per-
sonal motivation.

Intrapersonal Motivation
from the Attributional Perspective

My views on intrapersonal motivation are
guided by the metaphor that people are sci-
entists trying to understand themselves and
their environment, and they act on the basis
of this knowledge (see Weiner, 1992). This
approach begins with a completed event,
such as success or failure at an exam (see
Figure 5.1). At the end of this sequence is a
behavioral reaction, which might be drop-
ping out of school. In between is the remain-
der of the motivation process, guided by at-
tribution inferences and their consequences,
which fill the gap between the stimulus (the
exam outcome) and the response (dropping
out).

In the far left of Figure 5.1, it can be seen
that, in achievement contexts, the motiva-
tion process begins with the exam outcome.
Following this is an affective reaction: One
feels happy following goal attainment and
unhappy when there is nonattainment of a
goal. These general affective reactions are
not mediated by a great deal of cognitive
work and are labeled “outcome-dependent”
emotions. Then, individuals ask: “Why did
this happen? What caused this outcome?”
Because of cognitive limits, search is not un-
dertaken following all events and is particu-
larly likely when the outcome is negative,
unexpected, and/or important. Thus, if one
expects to succeed at something trivial and
does, then why questions are not likely to
follow. In contrast, unexpected failure at an
important exam  surely will evoke
attributional processes (see Gendolla &
Koller, 2001; Weiner, 1986).

The answer to this why question, which is
a causal attribution, is influenced by many
sources of evidence (see Figure 5.1). These
are not further examined given the goals of
this chapter. Guided by these sources of in-
formation, a cause is selected, such as lack
of ability, lack of effort or bad luck given
failure. Similarly, if one is rejected for a date,
then again as shown in Figure 5.1, an array
of causes is possible, including unattractive
physical characteristics, poor personality,
and so forth. Assume for purposes of clarity
that there is only one phenomenological
cause, although we all recognize life is not
that simple. This sets the stage for the next
step in the process, which concerns the un-
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derlying characteristics or properties of that
cause. These so-called causal dimensions are
the very heart and soul of my attributional
approach to motivation.

To understand the motivational conse-
quences of causal beliefs, it is necessary that
qualitative differences between causes such
as effort and ability are altered to quantita-
tive differences, and for this to occur, the
causes must be comparable on some psycho-
logical dimensions. A great deal of research
has documented that there are three, and 1
think only three, underlying causal proper-
ties that have cross-situational generality
(see Weiner, 1986). These properties are la-
beled locus, stability, and controllability. Lo-
cus refers to the location of a cause, which is
either within or outside of the actor. For ex-
ample, ability and effort are considered in-
ternal causes of success, whereas chance and
help from others are construed external
causes. Causal stability refers to the dura-
tion of a cause. Some causes, such as math
aptitude, are perceived as constant, whereas
causes such as chance are regarded unstable
or temporary. Finally, a cause such as effort
is subject to volitional alteration and is per-
sonally controllable, whereas other causes
cannot be willfully changed and are re-
garded uncontrollable. Luck and aptitudes
have this property.

All causes can be located within this three-
dimensional causal space. Although there
may be disagreements regarding how a
cause is dimensionalized because this de-
pends on “how it seems to me,” there also is
a great deal of agreement that, for example,
aptitude is internal, stable, and uncontrolla-
ble, whereas chance, while also uncontrolla-
ble, is external to the actor and unstable.

The significance of these causal properties
is that they map onto what are considered
by some to be the two main determinants of
motivated action, namely, expectancy and
value. Expectancy refers to the subjective
likelihood of future success, while value, in
this context, is considered the emotional
consequences of goal attainment or
nonattainment (see Atkinson, 1964). I turn
first to expectancy. It has been documented
that if a cause is regarded as stable, then the
same outcome is anticipated again following
a success or a failure. Hence, if failure is per-
ceived as being due to lack of aptitude, then
taking another exam is expected to result in

another failure. To the contrary, failure per-
ceived as being due to unstable factors, such
as bad luck or lack of preparation because
of the flu, is not an indicator that there will
be further failure (see review in Weiner,
1992).

Locus and controllability relate to feeling
states, or to the “value” of achievement out-
comes. I do not use the concept locus of con-
trol but rather differentiate locus and con-
trol. These are two independent dimensions.
A cause may be internal to the person but
quite uncontrollable, such as lack of height
as the cause of not being selected for the bas-
ketball team.

Locus influences feelings of pride in ac-
complishment and self-esteem. Pride and in-
crements in self-esteem require internal cau-
sality for success. One might be happy
following a high grade on an exam (an
outcome-dependent feeling), but one would
not experience pride if he or she believed the
teacher gave only high grades. Controllabil-
ity, in conjunction with locus, influences
whether guilt or shame is experienced fol-
lowing nonattainment of a goal (although,
in research, these two affects are highly cor-
related, so I have somewhat shaky confi-
dence in the presumptions that follow). If
one assumes a desire to succeed, attribution
of failure to insufficient effort, which is in-
ternal and controllable, often elicits guilt.
On the other hand, an ascription of failure
to lack of aptitude, which is internal but un-
controllable, tends to evoke feelings of
shame, embarrassment, and humiliation.
The controllability dimension influences
other affects as well, including regret, but
these are not considered here. Finally, expec-
tancy of success and the emotions of pride,
guilt, and shame are believed to determine
subsequent behavior; that is, behavior is a
function of thoughts and feelings.

Let me illustrate the logic of this analysis
and show why it is motivationally dysfunc-
tional for one to believe that he or she is not
competent. Assume that Bill failed an exam.
We now want to correctly predict whether
this results in an increment or decrement in
his motivation to achieve. The attribution
framework contends to accurately make this
prediction, Bill’s perceived cause for failure
must be determined (which may or may not
be the “real” cause). Assume that Bill be-
lieves he failed because he lacks scholastic
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aptitude. This aspect of the self refers to an
internal, stable, and uncontrollable cause.
Hence, Bill should suffer a decrement in self-
esteem (mediated by personal causality); he
will expect to fail again (mediated by causal
stability); and feel ashamed, humiliated, and
embarrassed (mediated by internal causality
that is uncontrollable). This analysis leads to
the hypothesis that his motivation will be se-
verely dampened and he might drop out of
school.

Conversely, suppose Bill believes he is
competent and ascribes his failure to lack of
effort—he did not put in enough study time.
Inasmuch as this also is an internal cause,
self-esteem is lowered (but perhaps not to
the same extent as given an aptitude ascrip-
tion, which may be perceived as more inter-
nal than effort). Since effort expenditure is
unstable, expectancy of success is not re-
duced; and given that effort is under voli-
tional control, Bill may be experiencing guilt
(which motivates one to make reparations).
Hence, his total motivation increases and
Bill is predicted to display heightened moti-
vation to do well (assuming that success is
one of his goals).

Responsibility

Event Cause/Type Antecedent
Achievement Lack of Causal
failure effort controlllability
Stigmatizing Behavioral/mental Causal
condition controllability
Need for Drinking; Causal

help lack of effort controllability
Aggressive act Intentional

of another —
Achievement Lack of Causal

failure aptitude controllability
Stigmatizing Somatic Causal
condition controllability
Need for lliness; Causal

help low ability controllability
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In summary, the prior analysis provides
the conceptual foundation for why high
competence is a favorable self-perception
from a motivation standpoint. I have fo-
cused here only on failure, although a simi-
lar logic applies when the prior achievement
Was a success.

Interpersonal Motivation
from the Attributional Perspective

I now turn to the social world and to other-
perception of competence, where I contend
that inferences of high competence in others
do not always have favorable consequences.
The interpersonal conception of motivation
from an attributional perspective is shown
in Figure 5.2 (for a history of this develop-
ment, see Weiner, 1996). For the moment,
concentrate on the top row of Figure 5.2. It
can be seen the motivation sequence again is
initiated by an achievement outcome, exam
failure. Once more, there is a causal search
(not shown in Figure 5.2), in this case, not
by the actor but by an involved observer,
such as a teacher or parent. And again,
based on a variety of factors not included in

Behavioral

Reprimand

Condemnation

—— Responsible—» Anger
Neglect

Retaliation

Withhold
reprimand

No

. condemnation
—— Not Responsible—> Sympathy

Help

Aggressive act
of another

Unintentional

No retaliation

FIGURE 5.2. An interpersonal attributional theory of motivation.
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Figure 5.2, a causal explanation is reached.
This may or may not be the same inference
made by the failing student.

This cause is then placed in the previously
described dimensional space, with the di-
mension of causal controllability being of
prime importance. As shown in the top row
of Figure 5.2, failure is ascribed to a lack of
effort, which is subject to volitional change
and therefore regarded a controllable cause.
Recall that this was an adaptive causal belief
from a self-perspective framework. If a
cause (and also the linked negative event)
“could have been otherwise,” then the actor
is perceived as responsible for the outcome
(for greater detail regarding the link between
controllability and responsibility, and a dis-
cussion of mitigating factors, see Weiner,
1995). Hence, the motivation process is pro-
posed to proceed from a causal decision to
an inference about the responsibility of the
person. Perceived other-responsibility for a
negative event, in turn, gives rise to anger.
One is mad when one’s child fails an exam
because of not studying, just as one is angry
with a roommate for leaving the kitchen
dirty following a meal. Anger, in turn,
evokes a variety of antisocial responses, in-
cluding punishment and reprimand. Thus,
while lack of effort is a “positive” or func-
tional ascription in the context of intra-
personal motivation, it has negative conse-
quences in social settings.

Now consider the sequence when achieve-
ment failure is caused by lack of ability, de-
picted a few lines lower in Figure 5.2. Recall
how detrimental this causal belief was in the
context of self-perception. Ability, conceived
here as akin to aptitude, is an uncontrollable
cause. Because the cause (and the linked
exam outcome) cannot be volitionally al-
tered, the failing student is not responsible
(able to respond) or accountable for what
happened. Lack of responsibility for a nega-
tive achievement outcome tends to elicit
sympathy (but see a later discussion for
some negative emotional reactions as well).
We feel sorry for the mentally handicapped
person who cannot perform cognitive tasks
and for the physically handicapped person
who cannot perform motor tasks. Sympathy,
in turn, evokes prosocial reactions. In an in-
terpersonal context, the absence of ability
has positive consequences, particularly when
compared with an attribution to lack of ef-
fort.

This interpersonal approach to classroom
experience is not confined to an explanation
of achievement-related behaviors. A number
of other phenomena can be examined within
the same conceptual framework. Figure 5.2
shows that, in addition to achievement-
related evaluation, reactions to the stigma-
tized, help giving, and aggression also are
subject to a responsibility-mediated analysis.
If a person is responsible for being in a stig-
matized state (e.g., having cancer because of
smoking), for needing financial help (e.g.,
because of failure to appear at work), or for
a hostile act (the aggression was inten-
tional), then anger is experienced and the
behavioral reaction of the observer is nega-
tive. This is regarded as the “appropriate”
or deserved reaction to “sin” and moral fail-
ure (see Forsterling & Rudolph, 1988). On
the other hand, stigmatizations because of
noncontrollable causes such as being blind
at birth, needing help because of missing
school when ill; and perhaps even aggression
against someone by accident (e.g., stepping
on toes in a crowded subway) elicit sympa-
thy and prosocial behaviors. These are con-
ceptually similar to lacking ability in
achievement contexts inasmuch as one “can-
not”; that is, they represent “sickness”
rather than sin.

In summary, rules regarding the morality
of “can” and “cannot” are linked to inter-
personal behavior in achievement and other
social contexts. The metaphor guiding this
theory is that people are judges and life is a
courtroom where interpersonal dramas re-
lated to innocence and guilt are played out!
Hence, the foundation for this theory is in
theology and law.

Interrelations of the Theories

The two motivational systems have been
presented as though they are quite separate.
In fact, they are closely intertwined and in-
teractive, with rather paradoxical results.
Consider, for example, a student whom oth-
ers believe performed poorly because of lack
of aptitude. Inasmuch as aptitude is con-
strued as an uncontrollable cause, some in-
volved observers may communicate sympa-
thy and pity to this pupil following failure.
These are positive “moral” emotions. The
affective communications then provide evi-
dence to the person that he or she “cannot,”
which increase the likelihood of personal
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feelings of shame and humiliation. These af-
fects dampen motivation. Thus, what ap-
pears positive in the interpersonal context
has negative consequences for personal mo-
tivation. On the other hand, if the student is
thought by others (e.g., the teacher) to have
failed because of lack of effort, then the
teacher is likely to communicate anger. Inas-
much as expressed anger is used to infer per-
sonal causality and responsibility (see review
in Weiner, 1995), the student is more likely
to ascribe his or her personal failure to lack
of effort. This, in turn, increases guilt and
motivation. Thus, what appears negative in
the interpersonal context (expression of an
antisocial emotion) has (some) positive con-
sequences for personal motivation.

Or consider the following example:
Teachers, of course, provide help to their
students. Help is particularly likely to be of-
fered if the student tries but fails, inasmuch
as the determinants of help giving are per-
ceptions of uncontrollability and the linked
emotional reactions of sympathy and com-
passion (see Graham & Barker, 1990). But
help may therefore communicate to the re-
cipient that he or she “cannot.” If the stu-
dent uses help to form personal attributions
for his or her need, then motivation is weak-
ened. Hence, a positive and well-intentioned
behavior of the teacher may have negative
consequences for the student. In summary,
as illustrated in these examples, the two mo-
tivation theories overlap and are involved in
the thoughts, feelings, and actions of both
the actor and the observer, within the same
behavioral episode.

ATTRIBUTION THEORY
AND COMPETENCE

Now I consider in greater detail inferences
of competence and incompetence. In keeping
with the prior distinction between intra-
personal and interpersonal theories of moti-
vation, one can ask about the meaning and
51gn1f1cance of self- or of other-perception of
competence. I examine here primarily other-
perception of competence (some aspects of
self-perception are included in the prior dis-
cussion). I chose this direction because the
social psychology of competence receives far
less attention in these Handbook chapters
and in the general psychological literature
than do the self-construal and measurement

of competence. I also do not distinguish be-
tween competence as a trait-like quality as
opposed to a specific ability to complete a
specific task. This differentiation, while im-
portant in many contexts, is not essential
here.

The starting point for my analysis con-
cerns inferred causal characteristics that
constitute antecedents of the perceived com-
petence of others. There are (at least) two
roads or paths to gaining competence, re-
flecting the nature—nurture controversy (see
Dweck, 1991; Dweck & Leggett, 1988).
And here I shift from the competence label
to constructs used by attribution theorists
(see Figures 5.1 and 5.2), as well as by
laypeople. On the one hand, competence or
ability to complete a task may be considered
to be attained because of “aptitude.” Apti-
tudes are perceived as being not only inter-
nal to the person but also as stable and un-
controllable; that is, they remain the same
over time, and one cannot do anything
about them. For example, math aptitude is
typically construed as an inborn characteris-
tic; it does not radically (if at all) change
over time, and one cannot willfully make it
stronger (or weaker). Others often are re-
garded as competent at math because of
high math aptitude or competent at music
because of inborn talent. In this sense, com-
petence is a structure.

The second path to being able more in-
volves learning and effort expenditure. In
this case, the causes of competence are con-
ceived as controllable. For example, a com-
petent car mechanic is usually perceived as
having a learning history that includes ex-
pending effort or practicing to reach a com-
petent state. Over time, as new challenges or
more difficult tasks arise, competence may
decrease. Someone with high math aptitude
is rarely considered as having lost this trait
(disease or old age may cause a decrease in
competence). However, a competent me-
chanic may readily become an incompetent
one if new technological advances are not
mastered.

In summary, the meaning or definition of
competence (ability to perform a task) as
discussed in this chapter includes its causes—
genetics versus effort, and its placement in
the three-dimensional causal space earlier
described. Both aptitude- and effort-linked
competence are properties of the person. But
when associated with aptitude, the concept
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of competence is conceived as mainly uncon-
trollable, whereas when associated with ef-
fort expended, the attainment of competence
is conceived as controllable. Recognizing
differences in perceptions of control, as pre-
viously revealed in Figure 5.2, is essential
when considering the consequences of the
success and failure of others.

Social and Emotional Implications
of Being Perceived as Competent
or Incompetent Because of Aptitude

There are many social benefits to being per-
ceived as competent, particularly when it is
due to aptitude. If a person is competent in
school-related activities, others want him or
her as their work partner; they will seek the
person out for help, and so on. Similarly, the
individual regarded as competent in sports is
among the first selected when teams are
formed. Competence is therefore associated
with choice and popularity. Indeed, so posi-
tive are judgments of competence that one
flatters others and ingratiates oneself by re-
laying how smart and capable others are (see
Hareli & Weiner, 2002).

Contempt and Sympathy

It logically also follows that being perceived
as incompetent at academics results in a per-
son being shunned as a laboratory partner,
just as those considered incompetent at
sports are often selected last when teams are
formed for athletic competitions. And like
the behavioral responses, the emotional re-
actions to failure because of lack of
aptitude-linked competence also may be
negative, with failure accompanied by social
emotions such as scorn and contempt (emo-
tions neglected in the earlier discussion of
help giving). Contempt is elicited when ob-
servers feel (or are satisfied by feeling) better
than others, such as having beliefs of greater
intelligence, strength, and so on (Izard,
1977). Feelings of contempt indicate a de-
valuing of others and elicit antisocial behav-
iors, including social rejection.

However, as previously reasoned, reac-
tions to incompetence also include positive
and prosocial emotions, including sympathy,
pity, and compassion, when the incompe-
tence is linked to uncontrollable deficits.
Nonetheless, sympathetic reactions may not
necessarily change overt social behavior to-

ward the incompetent person (as opposed to
evoking helping tendencies, as emphasized
in Figure 5.2). For example, although chil-
dren can be taught that obesity is uncontrol-
lable, they do not increase their social inter-
actions with overweight others (Anesbury &
Tiggemann, 2000). In a similar manner, al-
though one may feel sorry for a person with
a mental handicap, this person will not be a
desired laboratory partner when achieve-
ment goals are linked.

It would seem, then, that aptitude-based
competence has only positive associates,
such as popularity and peer bonding,
whereas reactions to incompetence are more
complex and embrace both negative (con-
tempt and rejection) and positive (sympathy
and help giving) social emotions and behav-
iors. But that oversimplifies social life. In so-
cial settings, there also are some negatively
linked social and emotional consequences
associated with high competence in others,
social outcomes typically overlooked in dis-
cussions that depict only the positive value
of competence. Reactions of envy and beliefs
that those having competence are arrogant
are among the subtle negative social prod-
ucts of being able.

Envy

Envy is aroused when a person desires the
advantages of another. These advantages are
often materialistic, such as a new car or an
expensive vacation. But envy also is targeted
toward qualities others have, such as being
beautiful, strong, and smart. When the tar-
get of envy is a characteristic of another,
then it tends to be an uncontrollable quality,
something the other is “given” or “has” (see
Smith, Parrott, Diener, Hoyle, & Kim,
1999). Aptitudes, such as mathematical and
artistic talents, are prime desires of the envi-
ous.

Envy is related to feelings of inferiority,
which are brought about by unfavorable so-
cial comparisons and can contribute to neg-
ative self-evaluations. For example, students
assess their ability by comparing their per-
formance with peers, and they may conclude
that others have higher ability than they do.
This has negative affective consequences.
Even when one achieves an identical level of
success by investing more effort than an-
other, the individual who works harder
may experience negative affect inasmuch as
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self-perceptions of ability are reduced
(Jagacinski & Nicholls, 1987; also see
Tesser, 1988).

Among students, believing that another is
more competent than oneself can evoke neg-
ative feelings toward that envied individual.
This is consistent with balance theory, as
formulated by Heider (1958), in that a sys-
tem is in balance if one dislikes another for
causing personal harm, even if this harm
was not intended. The hypothesis that we
dislike those we envy finds support in the
psychological literature (see Brigham, Kelso,
Jackson, & Smith, 1997; Smith, Parrott,
Ozer, & Moniz, 1994). Hence, envy is one
potentially negative consequence of being
able, especially in a competitive classroom,
where social comparisons abound.

One indication of the social costs of being
competent is implied by the label of “nerd.”
These individuals are perceived as high in
academic competence (but low in social
competence). They elicit negative reactions
that may include envy as one of their
sources. Other peer group labels also are
linked to behavioral competence in complex
ways. For example, “jocks” are perceived as
high in athletic competence but low in aca-
demic skills. These and other classifications
(e.g., “geeks”) on the basis of competencies,
or patterns of competencies, reveal that
these labels can have unwanted negative as-
sociates.

Arrogance and Modesty

Observers of an achievement often form at-
titudes about the character and personality
of the achiever. Two such personality infer-
ences in achievement-related contexts are ar-
rogance and modesty. Arrogance and mod-
esty are linked to actual causes of success, as
well as to self-presentations of the achiever.
Arrogant communications by the achiever
emphasize that one’s quality or worth is su-
perior to that of others. Hence, impressions
of arrogance are formed if unique personal
qualities are highlighted by that individual
in connection with attainment of an
achievement-related goal (Ben-Ze’ev, 1993).
In support of this, it has been documented
that accounts of success are more arrogant if
they describe internal rather than external
causes (Carlston & Shovar, 1983; Wosinska,
Dabul, Whetstone-Dion, & Cialdini, 1996).
However, the most arrogant accounts are

not only internal to the person but also un-
controllable, such as beauty and intelligence,
for these are desirable qualities that not
many persons can attain (Hareli & Weiner,
2000). The difficulty of an accomplishment
or the degree of success does not influence
judgments of arrogance. If one publicly at-
tributes success to high aptitude, then that
individual is regarded as arrogant whether
the accomplishment is winning a Nobel
Prize or completing a trivial task (Hareli &
Weiner, 2000). Einstein is arrogant if he
states: “I am an Finstein.”

People attempt to vary their self-
presentations in an optimal fashion to create
a favorable impression on their audience
(Carlson & Shovar, 1983; Schlenker &
Leary, 1982). Individuals who respond to
achievements boastfully are not well liked
(see Stebbins, 1976; Wosinska, et al., 1996),
so arrogant communications are undesirable
obstacles to important social benefits
(Carlston & Shovar, 1983). It therefore
would be anticipated that arrogant commu-
nications are less frequent than are expres-
sions of modesty.

However, it also is the case that indi-
viduals prefer honest communications
(Schlenker, 1975). Hence, a dilemma is cre-
ated for those succeeding because of high
aptitude. If the truth is communicated, then
both the positive consequences of perceived
honesty and the negative consequences of
perceived arrogance might follow. In one
study examining causal revelations, we
(Hareli, Weiner, & Yee, 2004) provided re-
spondents with true, as well as communi-
cated, causes of success (with aptitude, ef-
fort, luck, and help from others being the
manipulated causes). For example, respon-
dents read that a person succeeded because
of aptitude but stated to others that the
cause of success was good luck, or success
was due to luck but high aptitude was com-
municated. Our participants reported that,
even when truthful, persons stating that they
succeed because of high ability are arrogant
and not modest. This was not the case for
any other cause.

In a subsequent study, we found that, in
spite of the costs of being perceived as arro-
gant, individuals often are truthful when
communicating the reason for their success.
When persons succeed because of high apti-
tude, they may convey this cause. Certainly
“hiding one’s light” could have unintended
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negative outcomes, for others may not rec-
ognize one’s talents, and personal goals
could be hindered. Yet, as already indicated,
a truthful communication also places the
competent person at risk for being regarded
as arrogant. There are subtle and socially ac-
ceptable ways to convey high aptitude, but
not all individuals have the social skills to
communicate this in a manner not regarded
as arrogant.

In summary, experiences of envy and in-
ferences of arrogance are both linked with
high competence. If another succeeds be-
cause of high aptitude, then envy may be
aroused, perhaps producing disliking, and if
this cause for success is communicated, then
arrogance is inferred, which has adverse so-
cial effects. An emotional reaction of envy
does not require the successful achiever to
disclose aptitude ascriptions, whereas an in-
ference of arrogance does assume an implicit
or explicit expression of internal causes, and
especially of aptitude.

Although the high-aptitude individual is
at special risk for displaying arrogance if
there also is a desire for honesty, those who
are incompetent also are at risk, for any per-
son claiming success because of high apti-
tude is regarded as arrogant. Arrogance is a
claim and is inferred whether the other
truthfully or falsely conveys high aptitude a
cause of success.

On the other hand, those doing well be-
cause of high aptitude have a special advan-
tage over those low in aptitude: They can
appear modest. If people who succeed be-
cause of aptitude communicate other causes,
such as good luck or hard work, then they
are regarded as modest. But modesty is only
weakly inferred when the other succeeds be-
cause of external reasons, such as luck or
help from others, and conveys these reasons;
that is, to be modest, one must lie in a

“good” way (i.e., mask aptitude and com-
municate an external cause) (see Hareli &
Weiner, 2000; Hareli et al., 2004). Someone
who is incompetent is therefore excluded
from the potential benefit of being regarded
as modest. This is unfortunate for the in-
competent person, inasmuch as modesty
evokes admiration, liking, and positive so-
cial actions. In summary, competent individ-
uals are disadvantaged in that they are more
likely to be regarded as arrogant than are
incompetent individuals, but are advan-
taged in that they may be considered mod-

est, whereas incompetent individuals do not
have this opportunity.

In conclusion, aptitude-related compe-
tence and incompetence are linked to a vari-
ety of affects (e.g., contempt, envy, scorn,
sympathy), to group-based labels (e.g., nerd,
jock) and to affect-laden personality infer-
ences (e.g., arrogance and modesty). And
these are just some examples of the many
positive and negative social aspects of com-
petence attained or not attained because of
given abilities. As intimated earlier, there are
varied consequences of being perceived as
competent. The mere measurement of struc-
ture does not address the psychological
meaning or significance of this inference.

Social and Emotional Consequences
of Being Perceived as Competent
or Incompetent Because

of Effort Expenditure

The second path to the attainment or non-
attainment of competence is by means of ex-
pending or failing to expend effort; that is,
the cause of success or failure is whether or
not one “tries.” As is the case when the path
to competence is aptitude, individuals com-
petent because of effort expenditure may
reap the benefits of work-partner and sport-
partner choice. But there are additional af-
fective and inferential results that are the
product of effort attributions.

Admiration and Dislike

One’s success and the attainment of compe-
tence ascribed to high effort and hard work
are not anticipated to evoke envy because
others also may work hard; that is, high ef-
fort, unlike high aptitude, is an advantage
that can be attained. Competence or the fact
that one “can” due to high effort is consid-
ered to be deserved and results in admiration
(see Feather, 1999; Frijda, 1986; Hareli &
Weiner, 2000; Ortony, Clore, & Collins,
1988). Admiration elicits rewards and
prosocial behavior from others; individuals
tend to praise those who succeed because of
hard work.

Competence and the success it produces
because of hard work, however, also are not
without social costs. In addition to admira-
tion, extra effort as a cause of success may
result in rejection and dislike, in part be-
cause this behavior indicates acceptance of
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values that adolescents and others of school
age may reject (see Juvonen & Murdock,
1993, 1995).

In general, success and competence as-
cribed by peers to hard work may provoke
mixed emotions. For example, one stereo-
type of Asian Americans is that they obtain
competence and success because they are al-
ways working (they are “drudges”). This is a
negative stereotype, although I just indicated
that competence attained because of hard
work promotes admiration. Think about a
physically handicapped person completing a
marathon race! Yet this heartfelt admiration
does not seem to describe an emotion that
students experience when they observe their
Asian American peers overcoming language
and cultural barriers to attain competence
through extra effort. Expending effort and
gaining competence, then, evoke varied and
conflicting reactions.

Anger

There is high agreement among emotion the-
orists that anger is generated by judgments
of responsibility for nonattainment of a goal
(see Averill, 1982). Anger is an accusation or
a value judgment that follows from the be-
lief that another “could and should have
done otherwise.” Anger, then, communi-
cates that one “ought to have” attained
competence and succeeded. Failure because
of lack of effort evokes not only anger but
also punishment and other antisocial re-
sponses elicited by this feeling. Yet just as
one may dislike another who has attained
competence because of hard work, a peer
may like another student because of effort-
less incompetence; that is, rejection of adult
(or organizational) values and norms, as re-
vealed in a refusal to seriously try, may be
positively viewed in some situations (see
Juvonen & Murdock, 1995). Hence, there
also are mixed consequences associated with
incompetence because of low effort.

A CONCLUDING STATEMENT

Assume that I ask the following question of
experts in the area of competence: “What can
be predicted from knowledge of a person’s
competence?” I suspect that most answers
would be something like “actual success
rate,” “the subjective likelihood or expec-

”»

tancy of success,” “degree of achievement
motivation,” “self-esteem,” “desire to under-
take tasks,” “persistence in the face of fail-
ure,” and the like. I have not undertaken such
a survey, but I believe I have reasonably cap-
tured the type of answers that would be pro-
vided. And they are very important answers
pertaining to mtrapersonal psychology; that
is, competence is automatically considered
from the perspective of what it means to the
one who possesses (or does not possess) it.

In this chapter, I have played a different
game and introduced a different theme, one
capturing not the psychology of the compe-
tent or incompetent person, but rather the
psychology of others viewing that individ-
ual. My answers to the question of what
competence predicts, as suggested in this
chapter, are whether others are envious of
this individual; whether he or she elicits
sympathy, contempt, anger and/or admira-
tion when succeeding or failing; whether he
or she is regarded as arrogant or modest;
whether the individual is liked or disliked;
and so on; that is, I have presented a social
psychology of perceived competence.

This position does not conceive compe-
tence as a structure, but rather as a socially
constructed perception that influences inter-
personal dynamics. The focus of attention is
not the competent or incompetent person
but the reactor to that individual and the
dyad. The emotions considered are not con-
fined to self-directed pride, self-esteem, guilt,
and shame, but rather are other-directed ad-
miration, anger, contempt, envy, liking, sym-
pathy, and so forth. And thoughts are not
only about expectancy of success and the
likelihood of goal attainment but also con-
cern the meaning and significance of compe-
tence to the observer and the personality in-
ferences that are elicited.

In achievement contexts, reactions of oth-
ers often prove more important to the
achiever than objective success or failure.
For example, I may be more concerned with
how this chapter is regarded by my peers
than with the quality of my work. Of
course, these perceptions or judgments influ-
ence one another, which further underscores
the point being made. If one reasonably as-
sumes that the social world impacts the
achievement world (see Juvonen & Wentzel,
1996), then understanding the reactions of
others is a major psychological issue in the
study of competence.
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Competence Perceptions
and Academic Functioning
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here is an increasing emphasis in educa-
Ttion and other fields on the study of the
self (Graham & Weiner, 1996). The current
interest in self-beliefs is grounded on the as-
sumption that individuals’ perceptions of
themselves and their capabilities are vital
forces in their success or failure in achieve-
ment settings.

In this chapter, we acquaint readers with
self-constructs that have received extensive
attention in academic motivation research;
specifically, perceptions of competence. Al-
though competence perceptions are central
to many theories of motivation, we focus
our chapter on perceived self-efficacy—one’s
perceived capabilities to learn or perform
behaviors at designated levels (Bandura,
1986, 1997).

This focus seems prudent for various rea-
sons. For one, the literature on competence
perceptions is too vast to be covered in one
chapter. For another, self-efficacy is well
grounded theoretically; it is a key mecha-
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nism in Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive
theory of human functioning. Third, since
Bandura’s (1977a, 1977b) original writings
on self-efficacy, researchers have demon-
strated the generality of its operation across
various fields including education, health,
business, sports, and interpersonal relations
(Bandura, 1997). And finally, self-efficacy
research findings are representative of the
larger research literature on perceived com-
petence constructs.

We begin by providing a brief overview of
Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory. We
then identify other competence beliefs prom-
inent in motivation research today, describe
the defining characteristics of each con-
struct, and distinguish these conceptions
from self-efficacy. We provide empirical re-
sults that speak to the relation between self-
efficacy and motivation and achievement
outcomes. We also address the difficulty of
comparing findings across studies of compe-
tence perceptions when definitions and



86 II. CENTRAL CONSTRUCTS

methodological practices have differed so
markedly in investigations. We trace the cul-
tural, social, familial, and educational influ-
ences on self-efficacy, and we close the chap-
ter by offering recommendations for further
study.

SOCIAL COGNITIVE THEORY

Bandura (1986) advanced a view of human
functioning that accords a central role to cog-
nitive, vicarious, self-regulatory, and self-
reflective processes in human adaptation and
change. People are viewed as self-organizing,
proactive, self-reflecting, and self-regulating
rather than as reactive organisms shaped and
shepherded by environmental forces or
driven by inner impulses. From this theoreti-
cal perspective, human functioning is the
product of a dynamic interplay of personal,
behavioral, and environmental influences.
How people interpret the results of their
behavior informs and alters their environ-
ments and the personal factors, they possess,
which, in turn, inform and alter subsequent
behavior. This is the foundation of Bandura’s
conception of reciprocal determinism, the
view that (1) personal factors in the form of
cognition, affect, and biological events, (2)
behavior, and (3) environmental influences,
interact in reciprocal fashion.

Social cognitive theory is rooted in a view
of human agency in which individuals are
agents proactively engaged in their own de-
velopment. Key to this sense of agency is the
fact that individuals possess self-beliefs that
enable them to exercise a measure of control
over their thoughts, feelings, and actions
(Bandura, 1986). Thus, individuals are
viewed both as products and as producers of
their own environments and of their social
systems. Because human lives are not lived
in isolation, Bandura expanded the concep-
tion of human agency to include collective
agency. People work together on shared be-
liefs about their capabilities and common as-
pirations to better their lives. This concep-
tual extension makes the theory applicable
to human adaptation and change in collec-
tively oriented societies, as well as individu-
ally oriented ones.

Rooted within Bandura’s (1986) social
cognitive theory is the understanding that
individuals are imbued with capabilities that

define what it is to be human. Primary
among these are the capabilities to symbol-
ize, to plan alternative strategies, to learn
through vicarious experience, to self-regu-
late, and to self-reflect. These capabilities
provide human beings with the cognitive
means by which they are influential in deter-
mining their own destiny. For Bandura, a
key capability is self-reflection, through
which people make sense of their experi-
ences, explore their own cognitions and self-
beliefs, engage in self-evaluation, and alter
their thinking and behavior.

SELE-EFFICACY

According to Bandura (1986), human moti-
vation, well-being, and personal accomplish-
ment are based more on what an individual
believes than on what is objectively true. Un-
less people believe that their actions can pro-
duce the outcomes they desire, they have lit-
tle incentive to act or to persevere in the face
of obstacles. For this reason, how people be-
have can often be better predicted by the be-
liefs they hold about their capabilities than
by what they are actually capable of accom-
plishing, for these self-efficacy perceptions
help determine what individuals do with the
knowledge and skills they have. This helps
explain why people’s behaviors are some-
times disjoined from their actual capabili-
ties, and why their behaviors may differ
widely even when they have similar knowl-
edge and skills. Many individuals suffer fre-
quent and sometimes debilitating self-doubts
about capabilities they clearly possess, just
as many others are sometimes confident
about what they can accomplish despite pos-
sessing modest skills.

Because individuals operate collectively as
well as individually, self-efficacy is both a
personal and a social construct. Groups de-
velop a sense of collective efficacy—a shared
belief in the group’s capability to attain
goals and accomplish tasks. Schools develop
collective beliefs about the capability of their
students to learn, of their teachers to teach
and otherwise enhance the lives of their stu-
dents, and of their administrators and
policymakers to create environments condu-
cive to these tasks. Organizations with a
strong sense of efficacy empower and vital-
ize their constituents.
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Effects of Self-Efficacy

Positive self-efficacy beliefs enhance human
accomplishment and well-being in countless
ways. They influence the choices people
make and the courses of action they pursue
(Bandura, 1997). Individuals select tasks
and activities in which they feel competent
and avoid those in which they do not. Unless
people believe that their actions will have
the desired consequences, they have little in-
centive to engage in those actions.

Self-efficacy beliefs also help determine
how much effort people will expend on an
activity, how long they will persevere when
confronting obstacles, and how resilient they
will be in the face of adverse situations
(Pajares, 1996b; Schunk, 1995). The higher
the sense of efficacy, the greater the effort,
persistence, and resilience (Bandura, 1997).
People with a strong sense of personal com-
petence approach difficult tasks as chal-
lenges to be mastered rather than as threats
to be avoided. They have greater intrinsic in-
terest and deep engrossment in activities, set
challenging goals and maintain strong com-
mitment to them, and heighten and sustain
their efforts in the face of failure. They
quickly recover their self-efficacy after fail-
ures or setbacks and attribute failure to in-
sufficient effort or deficient knowledge and
skills that are acquirable.

Self-efficacy also influences an individual’s
thought patterns and emotional reactions
(Bandura, 1997). High self-efficacy helps
create feelings of serenity in approaching
difficult tasks and activities. Conversely,
people with low self-efficacy may believe
that things are tougher than they really are,
a belief that fosters anxiety, stress, depres-
sion, and a narrow vision of how best to
solve a problem.

We do not mean to suggest from this dis-
cussion that self-efficacy is the only, or even
the most important, influence on achieve-
ment outcomes. No amount of self-efficacy
will produce a competent performance when
requisite skills are lacking (Schunk, 1995).
Similarly, high self-efficacy will not influence
behavior when people do not value the out-
comes or take pride in their accomplishment
(Schunk, 1995). Individuals with high self-
efficacy will not attempt an activity if they
expect negative outcomes (outcome expecta-
tions are discussed later). A vast amount of

goal research shows that goals motivate and
direct behavior (Locke & Latham, 2002).
People may pursue a valued goal even when
they have low self-efficacy for attaining it.
These other factors notwithstanding, a
wealth of research shows that self-efficacy
can affect individuals’ choice of activities,
motivation, and achievement outcomes
(Bandura, 1997; Pajares, 1996b; Schunk,
1995).

Sources of Self-Efficacy

Individuals form perceptions of self-efficacy
by interpreting information primarily from
four sources (Bandura, 1997). The most in-
fluential source is the interpreted result of
one’s previous performance, or mastery ex-
perience. Individuals engage in tasks and ac-
tivities, interpret the results of their actions,
use the interpretations to develop percep-
tions of their capability to engage in sub-
sequent tasks or activities, and act in con-
cert with the beliefs created. Outcomes
interpreted as successful raise self-efficacy,
whereas those interpreted as failures lower
it, although an occasional failure after many
successes will not have much effect.

People form self-efficacy perceptions
through the vicarious experience of observ-
ing others perform tasks. This source of in-
formation has weaker effects on self-efficacy
than do mastery experiences, but when peo-
ple are uncertain about their own abilities,
or when they have limited prior experience,
they become more sensitive to what others
do. The effects of modeling are particularly
relevant. Vicarious experience is particularly
powerful when observers see similarities in
some attribute and then assume that the
model’s performance is diagnostic of their
own capability. Conversely, watching mod-
els with perceived similar attributes fail can
undermine observers’ beliefs about their
own capabilities. It bears noting that people
seek out models who possess qualities they
admire and capabilities to which they aspire.
A significant model in one’s life can help in-
still self-beliefs that will influence the course
and direction that life takes.

Individuals also create and develop self-
efficacy as a result of the social persuasions
and verbal judgments they receive from oth-
ers. Persuaders play an important role. But
social persuasions should not be confused
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with knee-jerk praise or empty inspirational
homilies. Effective persuaders must cultivate
people’s beliefs in their capabilities, while at
the same time ensuring that the envisioned
success is attainable. Just as positive persua-
sions may work to encourage and empower,
negative persuasions can work to defeat and
weaken self-efficacy.

Somatic and emotional states such as anx-
iety, stress, arousal, and mood states also
provide information about self-efficacy. Peo-
ple can gauge their confidence by the emo-
tional state they experience as they contem-
plate an action. Strong emotional reactions
to a task provide cues about the anticipated
success or failure. When people experience
negative thoughts and fears about their ca-
pabilities, those affective reactions can lower
self-efficacy perceptions and trigger addi-
tional stress and agitation that help to en-
sure the inadequate performance feared.
One way to raise self-efficacy is to improve
physical and emotional well-being and re-
duce negative emotional states. Because indi-
viduals have the capability to alter their own
thinking and feeling, enhanced self-efficacy
can, in turn, powerfully influence the physi-
ological states. People live in psychical envi-
ronments that are primarily of their own
making (Bandura, 1997).

RELATED VIEWS
OF PERCEIVED COMPETENCE

As we noted earlier, competence perceptions
are important components of other theories
of achievement motivation. In this section,
we identify other competence beliefs promi-
nent in motivation research, describe the de-
fining characteristics of each construct, and
distinguish these self-beliefs from self-
efficacy perceptions.

Self-Concept

Self-concept refers to one’s collective self-
perceptions formed through experiences
with and interpretations of the environment,
and heavily influenced by reinforcements
and evaluations by significant other persons
(Shavelson & Bolus, 1982). No single theo-
rist is credited with formulating the con-
struct of self-concept and outlining its basic
tenets, as Bandura has done for self-efficacy.

Because of its varied parentage, researchers
have not agreed on a name or opera-
tional definition. In any particular study,
self-concept may travel under the guise of
self-esteem, self-awareness, self-image, self-
perception, self-appraisal, self-schema, self-
worth, self-evaluation, or even the self itself.
Wylie (1974) addressed this problem when
she argued that the basic constructs as de-
fined and used by self-concept researchers
typically pointed to no clear empirical refer-
ents. Small wonder, she wrote, that “a wide
array of operational definitions of some of
these constructs has been devised by various
experimenters” (p. §).

Theorists have often drawn a distinction
between self-concept and self-esteem—the
evaluative component of self-concept. How-
ever, various researchers have concluded
that descriptive and evaluative perceptions
of self have not been empirically separated
in research studies and may not be empiri-
cally separable (Hattie, 1992; Shavelson &
Bolus, 1982). For this reason, researchers
typically use the terms interchangeably, al-
though most prefer the term “self-concept.”

During the 1980s, researchers identified
seven features critical to a definition of self-
concept: organized, multifaceted, hierarchi-
cal, stable, developmental, evaluative, and
differentiable (Shavelson & Marsh, 1986).
The hierarchical feature has received the
most attention. Marsh and Shavelson (1985)
differentiated between the self-perceptions
that one has about oneself as an individual,
and that involve the totality of one’s self-
knowledge, and the self-perceptions that one
has in regards to specific areas or domains in
one’s life. General self-perceptions comprise
the global self-concept, whereas the more
discrete self-perception can comprise self-
concepts about academic, social, emotional,
or physical facets of the self. The hierarchy
progressively narrows into even more dis-
crete self-concepts. Academic self-concepts
can be subject-specific (e.g., language arts,
mathematics, science); social self-concepts
can include self-perceptions regarding fam-
ily, peers, or significant others. People be-
come increasingly aware of their differing
domain-specific self-concepts as they grow
older, and it is the self-views in discrete and
specific areas of one’s life that are most
likely to guide and inform behavior in those
areas. Researchers have found support for
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this hierarchical model (Bong & Clark,
1999; Hattie, 1992; Marsh, 1993).

After a thorough examination of their em-
pirical properties, Bong and Skaalvik (2003)
concluded that self-efficacy and self-concept
differ in important ways. Self-efficacy com-
prises cognitive, goal-referenced, relatively
context-specific, and future-oriented judg-
ments of competence that are relatively mal-
leable due to their task dependence. Self-
concept beliefs, on the other hand, are pri-
marily affective, heavily normative, typically
aggregated, hierarchically structured, and
past-oriented self-perceptions that are rela-
tively stable due to their generality. Accord-
ing to Bong and Skaalvik, self-efficacy acts
as an active precursor of self-concept devel-
opment.

Self-efficacy and self-concept theorists have
emphasized the need to keep the contextual
nature of these self-perceptions in mind
when conducting investigations. Bandura
(1997) argued that to predict academic out-
comes from students’ efficacy beliefs, “self-
efficacy beliefs should be measured in terms
of particularized judgments of capability
that may vary across realms of activity, dif-
ferent levels of task demands within a given
activity domain, and under different situa-
tional circumstances” (p. 6). In a similar
vein, Marsh (1993) cautioned that “research
clearly demonstrates that self-concept and
its relation to other variables cannot be ade-
quately understood if its multidimensional,
domain-specific nature is ignored” (p. 92).
And both have cautioned that the self-beliefs
assessed should always correspond with the
achievement index with which they are com-
pared.

Despite their differences, self-efficacy and
self-concept are related (Pajares & Schunk,
2002). Students with high academic self-
efficacy are apt to hold favorable self-
concepts, and a positive self-concept can
lead students to approach new tasks with
self-efficacy for learning. At the same time,
however, there is no automatic relationship
between one’s perceptions about what one
can or cannot do and whether one feels posi-
tively or negatively about oneself. Some stu-
dents may approach mathematics with con-
fidence but without the corresponding
positive self-concept, in part because self-
efficacy for mathematics is only one contrib-
utor to overall self-concept. One could sur-

mise that skilled soldiers in war may possess
strong efficacy beliefs about their profes-
sional capabilities but not view themselves
more favorably for performing them well,
plagued as they may be by the emotional
distress that accompanies warfare. Con-
versely, students may readily admit to dismal
self-efficacy when it comes to mathematics
but suffer no loss of self-concept on that ac-
count, in part because they do not invest
their self-concept in this activity. There are
many things that individuals do poorly but
that have little influence on how they feel
about themselves.

Outcome Expectations

Self-efficacy should not be confused with
outcome expectations, or judgments of the
likely consequences of behavior (Bandura,
1977b). Self-efficacy often helps to deter-
mine the outcomes one expects. Confident
individuals anticipate successful outcomes.
Students confident in their social skills antic-
ipate successful social encounters. Those
confident in their academic skills expect
high marks on exams and expect the quality
of their work to reap personal and profes-
sional benefits. The opposite is true of those
who lack confidence. Students who doubt
their social skills often envision rejection or
ridicule even before they establish social
contact. Those who lack confidence in their
academic skills envision a low grade before
they begin an examination or enroll in a
course.

Although self-efficacy and outcome ex-
pectations often are related, mismatches can
occur. High perceptions of self-efficacy may
not result in consistent behavior when indi-
viduals believe that the outcome of engaging
in that behavior will have undesired effects.
Students who are highly self-efficacious in
their academic capabilities may elect not to
apply to a particular university whose selec-
tive entrance requirements make a negative
admission decision likely. Students may real-
ize that strong mathematics skills are essen-
tial for a good Graduate Record Examina-
tion (GRE) score and eligibility for graduate
school, but low self-efficacy in mathematics
may lead them to shun challenging courses,
the GRE, and graduate school. Conversely,
if students expect positive outcomes from a
certain action and value those outcomes,
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they may engage in the activity even if they
have low self-efficacy for success. Thus,
both self-efficacy and outcome expectations
often are useful in explaining achievement
outcomes.

Expectancy Beliefs
in Expectancy—Value Theory

Expectancy-value theories of motivation
stress two key cognitive influences: people’s
judgments about the likelihood of success at
a task (expectancies) and their reasons for
engaging in the task (values). The historical
impetus derives from work by Lewin,
Dembo, Festinger, and Sears (1944), who
proposed that level of aspiration, or the goal
that people set in a task, was a function of
expectancy and value components. The re-
sults of much research showed that level of
aspiration depended on prior experiences—
successes raised and failures lowered it, that
people felt more successful when they met
the goals they set for themselves than with
an objective level of attainment, and that
level of aspiration reflected individual and
group differences (Weiner, 1992).

Based on level of aspiration and other mo-
tivation research, Atkinson (1957, 1964) de-
veloped a comprehensive theory of motiva-
tion that included achievement motives,
probabilities for success, and incentive val-
ues of success. Key achievement motives
were the motive to approach success and the
motive to avoid failure. Probability for suc-
cess reflected expectancy, and incentive
value referred to how much individuals val-
ued success. Performance, persistence, and
choice of behavior are linked directly to the
beliefs that individuals hold about their ex-
pectancy and the value of the task. Individ-
uals will be motivated to engage in tasks
when they value the outcome they expect to
attain.

Modern expectancy-value theories differ
from earlier conceptions (Eccles & Wigfield,
2002). Current theories define expectancy
and value beliefs more specifically and link
them to many psychological and sociocul-
tural factors. Atkinson (1964) had posited
that expectancy and value beliefs can inter-
act in such a way that they can be inversely
related, in the sense that success at difficult
tasks is valued more than success at easy
tasks. Today, theorists contend that expec-

tancy and value are positively related. They
also define expectancies for success as “indi-
viduals’ beliefs about how well they will do
on upcoming tasks, either in the immediate
or longer-term future” (Eccles & Wigfield,
2002, p. 119), and they assess them in a
manner similar to that used by self-efficacy
researchers.

Eccles and her colleagues (1983) formu-
lated an expectancy—value model in which
human behavior is viewed as influenced
both by the positive and negative features of
a particular task or activity, and in which the
choices that people make have costs associ-
ated with them, because one choice can
eliminate others. In this model, the relative
value and probability of success of various
options are key determinants of choice, and
individuals® expectancies for success are in-
fluenced by self-perceptions such as self-
efficacy. The expectancies themselves di-
rectly influence performance, persistence,
and task choice. Competence beliefs are con-
strued as domain-specific judgments of com-
petence, in contrast to expectancies, which
are operationalized as relatively specific ex-
pectations to succeed on a specific upcoming
task. Expectancy-value theorists contend
that, even though the two constructs are
conceptually distinct, they are not empiri-
cally separable, and they report that children
and adolescents do not easily distinguish be-
tween domain- and task-specific competence
beliefs (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002).

Research shows that, even after control-
ling for previous performance, competence
beliefs and expectancies predict academic
performance in various academic areas,
whereas task values predict course plans and
enrollment decisions, as well as involvement
in sport activities (Eccles, 1987; Eccles,
Adler, & Meece, 1984; Eccles et al., 1983;
Meece, Wigfield, & Eccles, 1990). Expec-
tancies and values also predict career choices
(Wigfield & Eccles, 1992).

Expectancy-value theories bear much
similarity to self-efficacy theory. Both stress
the role of personal expectations as cogni-
tive motivators of behavior. Although the
expectancy construct in Atkinson’s theory
seems more akin to outcome expectancy
than to self-efficacy, the Eccles and Wigfield
model differentiates different types of expec-
tancies. Expectancy-value theories empha-
size the role of personal values in the direc-



6. Competence Perceptions and Academic Functioning 91

tion of behavior. Self-efficacy theory also
claims their importance as one of several
factors that influence achievement strivings
in addition to self-efficacy. However,
Bandura (1986) also notes that efficacy
judgments can affect perceived value. Indi-
viduals who expect success in a particular
enterprise tend to value those enterprises.
Bandura argued that because the outcomes
that people value and expect are largely de-
pendent on their judgments of what they can
accomplish, beliefs such as perceived value
may not contribute significantly to predic-
tions of behavior when self-efficacy percep-
tions are controlled.

Perceived Control

The notion of perceived control is also re-
lated to competence beliefs. For example,
according to locus of control theory (Rotter,
1966), people expect success to the degree
that they feel in control of their behavior, of-
ten referred to as internal locus of control.
Research supports this contention (Findley
& Cooper, 1983). Connell and Wellborn
(1991) proposed that internal locus of con-
trol is related to competence beliefs. People
who believe they can control what they learn
and perform are more apt to initiate and
sustain behaviors directed toward those ends
than are those with a low sense of control
over their capabilities (Schunk, 1995). Deci
and Ryan’s (1985) self-determination theory
stresses the need for autonomy and control
of one’s life.

In Bandura’s (1986) system of triadic
reciprocality, a sense of control over the sig-
nificant outcomes of one’s life is a key moti-
vator of behavior in addition to self-efficacy.
In fact, it is demoralizing to believe that one
has the capabilities to succeed but that envi-
ronmental barriers (e.g., discrimination) pre-
clude one from doing so. Self-efficacy is apt
to be most influential in predicting behavior
when the environment is responsive and al-
lows one to exercise one’s capabilities with-
out restraint.

Assessment of Self-Efficacy
and Competence Beliefs

The events over which personal influence is
exercised vary (Bandura, 1986). Depending
on what is being managed, it may entail reg-

ulation of one’s motivation, thought
processes, affective states and actions, or
changing environmental conditions. Self-
efficacy beliefs are sensitive to these contex-
tual factors. As such, they differ from other
competence beliefs in that self-efficacy judg-
ments are typically more task- and situation-
specific, and individuals make use of these
judgments in reference to some goal
(Pintrich & Schunk, 2002). Consequently,
self-efficacy is generally assessed at a more
microanalytic level than are other compe-
tence beliefs.

Researchers assess self-efficacy beliefs by
asking individuals to report the level, gener-
ality, and strength of their confidence to ac-
complish a task or succeed in a certain situa-
tion. Assessors of other competence beliefs
do not ask individuals to make these level,
strength, and generality judgments. Rather,
such assessment includes asking students to
report how well they expect to do in an aca-
demic subject (e.g., performance expectan-
cies; Meece et al., 1990), whether they un-
derstand what they read (e.g., perceptions of
competence; Harter, 1996), or whether they
are good in an academic subject (e.g., ability
perceptions; Meece et al., 1990). It is a testa-
ment to the field’s inability to agree on
the nature and conceptualization of per-
ceived competence that several constructs
are found in the literature. Beyond those we
have identified, these include task-specific
self-concept, self-concept of ability, percep-
tions of task difficulty, self-perceptions of
ability, perceived ability, self-appraisals of
ability, subjective competence, and, of
course, self-confidence.

Theorists do not have to conceptualize
competence beliefs in identical fashion or
agree, without clear empirical evidence, that
one conceptualization is superior to others.
Rather, differing conceptualizations must be
subjected to empirical scrutiny, so that the
most useful and explanatory ones emerge. It
also may be that conceptualizations play dif-
fering roles; thus, constructs can provide al-
ternative insights. Such progress in the evo-
lution of competence beliefs conceptions
currently in use would be possible if they
reasonably differed from each other, but that
presently is not the case. For example,
Boekaerts’s (1991) definition of subjective
competence as “a person’s knowledge, be-
liefs, and feelings about his capabilities and
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skills” (p. 2) is remarkably similar to Byrne’s
(1984) definition of self-concept as the self-
perceptions that individuals have about their
academic abilities, specifically, their “feel-
ings and knowledge about [these] abilities
[and] skills” (p. 428). Also, competence be-
liefs are assessed with questions that, al-
though similar, are just different enough to
make comparing findings a difficult task.
Contrast a perceived ability item, “I can do
well on this exam,” (Greene & Miller, 1996)
with one from math ability perceptions,
“How have you been doing in math this
year?” (Meece et al., 1990), or one from
self-appraisal of ability, “How do you rate
yourself in school ability compared with
those in your grade at school?” (Felson,
1984). When these similarly conceptualized
but differently operationalized competence
beliefs are used to suit specific research
agendas, researchers must sift through vari-
ous competence beliefs, determining their
decisive characteristics (Bong, 1996), evalu-
ating whether findings are consistent or in-
consistent with theoretical tenets and prior
research, and planning follow-up investiga-
tions.

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
SELF-EFFICACY AND
ACHIEVEMENT OUTCOMES

There is ample empirical evidence showing
that self-efficacy relates to and influences
numerous academic outcomes. Researchers
also have shown that self-efficacy mediates
the effect of skills, previous experience, men-
tal ability, and other self-beliefs on subse-
quent achievement, which is to say that it
acts as a filter between these prior determi-
nants and academic indexes. Bandura
(1997) provides extensive evidence to sug-
gest that percepts of self-efficacy are power-
ful determinants of achievement outcomes in
varied fields. In a meta-analysis, Stajkovic
and Luthans (1998) found that the average
weighted correlation between self-efficacy
and work-related performance was (G)r =
.38, which transforms to an impressive 28 %
gain in task performance.

In education, a meta-analysis of studies
published between 1977 and 1988 revealed
that self-efficacy beliefs were positively re-
lated to academic achievement (Multon,

Brown, & Lent, 1991). Self-efficacy related
to academic outcomes (r, = .38) and ac-
counted for approximately 14% of the vari-
ance. Effects were stronger for high school
and college students than for elementary stu-
dents. Effect sizes also depended on charac-
teristics of the studies, such as the types of
self-efficacy and performance measures
used. Stronger effects were obtained by re-
searchers who compared specific efficacy
judgments with cognitive skills measures of
performance or classroom-based indexes
such as grades than with global, standard-
ized achievement tests. Effect sizes also were
stronger in studies in which researchers de-
veloped highly concordant self-efficacy/per-
formance indexes and administered them at
the same time.

Correlations between self-efficacy and ac-
ademic performances in investigations in
which self-efficacy is analyzed at the item- or
task-specific level and corresponds to the
criterial task have ranged from .49 to .70;
direct effects in path-analytic studies have
ranged from beta = .349 to .545 (Pajares,
1996b, 1997). Results tend to be higher in
studies of mathematics than of other aca-
demic areas such as language arts, but even
in these areas, relationships are considerably
higher if the criteria by which students judge
self-efficacy are used as the criteria for scor-
ing essays or assessing reading comprehen-
sion (Pajares, 2003).

Self-efficacy also is related to self-regu-
lated learning variables and use of learning
strategies. Zimmerman and his associates
have traced the relationships among self-
efficacy perceptions, academic self-regula-
tory processes, and academic achievement.
This line of inquiry has demonstrated that
self-efficacy influences self-regulatory pro-
cesses such as goal setting, self-monitoring,
self-evaluation, and strategy use (Zimmer-
man, 1989, 1990, 1994, 2000; Zimmerman
& Bandura, 1994; Zimmerman & M-
artinez-Pons, 1990). Confident students em-
brace more challenging goals (Zimmerman,
Bandura, & Martinez-Pons, 1992), and they
engage in more effective self-regulatory
strategies to include enhanced memory per-
formance through increased persistence
(Bouffard-Bouchard, Parent, & Larivée,
1991). In studies of college students who
pursue science and engineering courses, high
self-efficacy influences the academic persis-
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tence necessary to maintain high academic
achievement (Hackett, 1995; Lent, Brown,
& Larkin, 1984; Lent & Hackett, 1987).
Students who believe they are capable of
performing tasks use more cognitive and
metacognitive strategies, and persist longer
at those tasks than those who do not. Aca-
demic self-efficacy influences cognitive strat-
egy use and self-regulation through use of
metacognitive strategies, and it is correlated
with in-class seatwork and homework, ex-
ams and quizzes, and essays and reports.
Pintrich and De Groot (1990) suggested that
self-efficacy facilitates cognitive engagement
such that raising self-efficacy likely leads to
higher achievement by increasing use of cog-
nitive strategies.

Students with similar previous achieve-
ment and cognitive skills may differ in sub-
sequent achievement as a result of differing
self-efficacy perceptions, because these per-
ceptions mediate between prior attainments
and academic achievement. As a conse-
quence, performances often are better pre-
dicted by self-efficacy than by prior attain-
ments. Collins (1982) identified children of
low, middle, and high mathematics ability
who had, within each ability level, either
high or low mathematics self-efficacy. After
instruction, the children were given new
problems to solve and could rework those
they missed. Collins reported that ability
was related to performance but that, regard-
less of ability level, children with high self-
efficacy completed more problems correctly
and reworked more of the ones they missed.
Pajares and Kranzler (19935) tested the joint
contribution of self-efficacy and mental abil-
ity (the variable typically acknowledged as
the most powerful predictor of academic
outcomes) to mathematics performance and
found that, despite the influence of mental
ability, self-efficacy beliefs made a powerful
and independent contribution to the predic-
tion of performance.

Studies of goal setting have demonstrated
that self-efficacy and skill development are
stronger in students who set proximal goals
than in those who set distal goals, in part be-
cause proximal attainments provide evi-
dence of growing expertise (Bandura &
Schunk, 1981; Locke & Latham, 2002). In
addition, students who have been verbally
encouraged to set their own goals experience
increases in confidence, competence, and

commitment to attain those goals (Schunk,
1995). Self-efficacy also is increased when
students are provided with frequent and im-
mediate feedback while working on a task
(Schunk, 1983b), and when students are
taught to attribute this feedback to their
own effort, they work harder, experience
stronger motivation, and report greater effi-
cacy for further learning (Schunk, 1987).
Self-efficacy explains approximately 25% of
the variance in the prediction of academic
outcomes beyond that of instructional influ-
ences. Self-efficacy is responsive to changes
in instructional experiences and plays a
causal role in students’ development and use
of academic competencies (Schunk, 1995).

A growing number of findings support
Bandura’s contention that self-efficacy medi-
ates the effect of possessed skills or other
self-beliefs on subsequent performance by
influencing effort, persistence, and persever-
ance. Schunk (1981) used path analysis to
show that modeling treatments increased
persistence and accuracy on division prob-
lems by raising children’s self-efficacy, which
had a direct effect on skill (.46). He later
demonstrated that effort attributional feed-
back for prior performance (e.g., “You’ve
been working hard”) raised children’s self-
efficacy, and this increase was, in part, re-
sponsible for increased skill in performance
of subtraction problems (Schunk, 1982a). In
subsequent experiments, he found that abil-
ity feedback (e.g., “You’re good at this”)
had an even stronger effect on self-efficacy
and subsequent performance (Schunk,
1983b; Schunk & Gunn, 1986).

Not only do children learn from the ac-
tions of models, but much research shows
that modeling practices also affect self-
perceptions (Schunk, 1981, 1987, 1999;
Schunk & Gunn, 1985; Schunk, Hanson, &
Cox, 1987; Zimmerman & Ringle, 1981).
When peer models make errors, engage in
coping behaviors in front of students, and
verbalize emotive statements reflecting low
confidence and achievement, low-achieving
students perceive the models as more similar
to themselves and develop greater skills and
self-efficacy. Social cognitive theorists rec-
ommend that teachers engage in effective
modeling practices, and that they select
peers for classroom models judiciously so as
to ensure that students view themselves as
comparable in learning ability to the models.
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Of course, academic achievement is too
complex to reduce to the conclusion that it
is due to differences in any competence be-
lief. Such beliefs are neither the prima causa
of achievement in all cases nor a magic elixir
that can make all learners work to their full
potential. Students perform differently in
school because of differences in aptitudes,
general mental abilities, interests, perceived
values, effort, perseverance, use of self-
regulatory strategies, teaching and instruc-
tion, and availability of materials (Gustafson
& Undheim, 1996; Keogh & MacMillan,
1996; Snow, Corno, & Jackson, 1996). So-
cial and familial variables such as peer influ-
ence, family income, and parental expecta-
tions also play a hand in students’ academic
outcomes (Steinberg, Brown, & Dornbusch,
1996). And no amount of confidence can
produce success when requisite skills and
knowledge are absent. As we have illus-
trated, however, there is good reason to be-
lieve that many differences in achievement
can be better explained by students’ percep-
tions of their academic capabilities than by
constructs often thought to be the key deter-
minants of achievement.

The causal influence of self-efficacy on
students’ academic achievement-related be-
haviors has been effectively demonstrated in
a series of studies (Schunk, 1982a, 1982b,
1983a, 1983b, 1984a, 1984b; Schunk &
Swartz, 1993; Schunk et al., 1987), Stu-
dents’ self-efficacy beliefs were raised by
providing them with instructional strategies
designed to enhance their competence, such
as modeling, strategy training, goal setting,
rewards for progress, attributional feedback,
and progress feedback. The increase in self-
efficacy also resulted in improved perfor-
mance. Research also shows that self-
efficacy for learning new skills predicts sub-
sequent motivation and achievement during
instruction.

Gender, Race/Ethnicity,
and Competence Beliefs

Research on gender differences in self-
efficacy and related competence beliefs typi-
cally shows that girls hold lower competence
beliefs than do boys on tasks perceived as
masculine (Meece, 1991). Boys and girls re-
port similar confidence in their mathematics
ability during the elementary years, but reli-

able differences begin to emerge following
children’s transition to middle or junior high
school (Eccles & Midgley, 1989; Midgley,
Feldlaufer, & Eccles, 1989; Pajares &
Valiante, 2002). By high school, boys are
more confident and girls more likely to un-
derestimate their capability (Pajares &
Kranzler, 1995; Pajares & Miller, 1994,
1997; Pajares, Miller, & Johnson, 1999;
Pajares & Valiante, 1999, 2001). Gifted
girls are especially likely to be under-
confident about their capabilities (Pajares,
1996a).

Among adolescents, gender differences in
self-efficacy should not be expected when
students are able to derive clear performance
information about their capabilities or prog-
ress in learning. Schunk and Lilly (1984)
had middle school students judge their self-
efficacy for learning a novel mathematical
task, after which students received instruc-
tion and opportunities to practice. Students
received performance feedback by checking
answers to alternate problems. Although
girls initially judged their self-efficacy for
learning lower than boys, following the in-
structional program, girls and boys did not
differ in achievement or self-efficacy. The
performance feedback conveyed to students
that they were learning and raised girls’ self-
efficacy to that of boys.

Other research shows that gender differ-
ences in self-efficacy can arise from the link-
age of skills to contexts (Bandura, 1997).
Women typically judge self-efficacy for sci-
entific occupations lower than do men, but
gender differences disappear when women
judge self-efficacy for performing the same
skills in everyday activities (Matsui &
Tsukamoto, 1991). Women also typically
judge self-efficacy lower than men for occu-
pations requiring quantitative skills, but dif-
ferences disappear when self-efficacy judg-
ments for the quantitative activities are
made in stereotypically feminine tasks
(Junge & Dretzke, 1995). Gender differ-
ences can arise as a function of home, cul-
tural, educational, and mass media influ-
ences. Developmental research shows that
parents often underestimate their daughters’
academic competence and hold lower expec-
tations for daughters (Phillips & Zimmer-
man, 1990). Parents also act differentially
with respect to mathematics and science,
often portraying them as male domains
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(Meece & Courtney, 1992). As girls enter ju-
nior and senior high, the perception of
mathematics as a masculine domain may
further weaken their interest in it.

Fewer studies have been conducted on dif-
ferences as a function of race or ethnicity.
Some findings show that minority students
hold lower competence beliefs than do
nonminority students, but studies often con-
found ethnicity with social class by compar-
ing middle-class white children with lower
class minority children (Pintrich & Schunk,
2002). Graham’s (1994) summary of the lit-
erature on the motivation of African Ameri-
can students revealed that they “maintain
undaunted optimism and positive self-regard
even in the face of achievement failure”
(p. 103). She found little support for the no-
tion that African Americans have lower
competence beliefs than do white students
once socioeconomic status is controlled.
Similar findings have been reported with
Hispanic American students (Stevenson,
Hanson, & Uttal, 1990). These findings
have resulted primarily from studies of
global or domain-specific self-concept. In
studies in which task-specific self-efficacy
perceptions are assessed, African American
students and Hispanic American students’
self-efficacy tends to be lower than that of
whites. Despite differences in self-efficacy,
minority students report positive self-
concepts (Pajares & Johnson, 1996; Pajares
& Kranzler, 1995). Beliefs at differing levels
of specificity may perform different func-
tions for minority students.

DEVELOPMENT OF SELF-EFFICACY

Beginning in early infancy, parents and other
caregivers provide experiences that differen-
tially influence self-efficacy. Home variables
that help children interact effectively with the
environment influence cognitive develop-
ment and self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). Ini-
tial self-efficacy sources are centered in the
family, but the influence is bidirectional. Par-
ents who provide an environment that stimu-
lates curiosity and allows for mastery experi-
ences help build children’s self-beliefs. In
turn, children who display more curiosity and
exploratory activities promote parental re-
sponsiveness. When environments are rich in
interesting activities that arouse children’s cu-

riosity and offer moderate challenges, chil-
dren are motivated to work on the activities
and learn new information and skills. Home
environments vary greatly. Some contain
many resources that stimulate children’s
thinking; parents may be heavily invested in
their children’s cognitive development and
spend time with them on learning. Other
homes do not have these resources, and adults
may devote little time to children’s education.

Parents who provide a warm, responsive,
and supportive home environment, encour-
age exploration, stimulate curiosity, and
provide play and learning materials, acceler-
ate their children’s intellectual development
(Meece, 1997). Parents also are key provid-
ers of self-efficacy information. Parents who
arrange for varied mastery experiences de-
velop more self-efficacious youngsters than
do parents who arrange fewer opportunities
(Bandura, 1997). Such experiences occur in
homes enriched with activities and in which
children have freedom to explore.

With respect to vicarious sources, parents
who teach children ways to cope with diffi-
culties and model persistence and effort
strengthen children’s efficacy. With develop-
ment, the role of peers becomes increasingly
important. Parents who steer their children
toward efficacious peers provide vicarious
boosts in self-efficacy. Homes also are prime
sources of persuasive information. Parents
who encourage their youngsters to try differ-
ent activities and support their efforts help
to develop children who feel more capable
of meeting challenges (Bandura, 1997). Self-
efficacy suffers in homes where new activi-
ties are not encouraged.

Peers influence children’s self-efficacy in
various ways. Observing similar others suc-
ceed can raise observers’ self-efficacy and
motivate them to perform the task if they
believe that they too will succeed (Schunk,
1987). Observing others fail can lead stu-
dents to believe that they lack the compe-
tence to succeed and may dissuade them
from attempting the task. Similarity is most
influential for students who are uncertain
about their performance capabilities, such as
those lacking task familiarity and informa-
tion to use in judging self-efficacy or those
who have experienced difficulties and hold
doubts (Bandura, 1986; Schunk, 1987).
Model similarity is potent among children
and adolescents, because peers are similar in
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many ways, and students at these develop-
mental levels are unfamiliar with many
tasks.

Peer influence also operates through peer
networks, or large groups of peers with
whom students associate. Students in net-
works tend to be similar to each other
(Cairns, Cairns, & Neckerman, 1989),
which enhances the likelihood of influence
by modeling. Networks help define students’
opportunities for interactions and observa-
tions of others’ interactions, as well as their
access to activities (Dweck & Goetz, 1978).
Over time, network members become more
similar to one another. Discussions between
friends influence their choices of activities,
and friends often make similar choices
(Berndt & Keefe, 1992). Furthermore, peer
groups promote motivational socialization.
Changes in children’s motivational engage-
ment across the school year are predicted by
their peer group membership at the start of
the year (Kindermann, McCollam, & Gib-
son, 1996). Children affiliated with moti-
vated groups change positively across the
school year; those in less-motivated groups
change negatively. It seems that peer group
socialization influences the group’s academic
self-efficacy, which affects academic motiva-
tion.

Added support for these points comes
from research by Steinberg et al. (1996),
who tracked students from high school en-
trance until their senior year and found de-
velopmental patterns in the influence of peer
pressure on many activities, including aca-
demic motivation and performance. Peer
pressure rises during childhood and peaks
around grades 8 or 9 but then declines
through high school. A key time of influence
is roughly between ages 12 and 16, a period
during which parental involvement in chil-
dren’s activities declines. Steinberg et al.
found that students who begin high school
with similar grades but who become affili-
ated with academically oriented crowds
achieve better during high school than do
students who become affiliated with less ac-
ademically oriented crowds.

Research often shows that competence be-
liefs and motivation decline as students ad-
vance in school (Pintrich & Schunk, 2002).
This decline has been attributed to factors
such as greater competition, more norm-
referenced grading, less teacher attention to

individual student progress, and stresses as-
sociated with school transitions. These and
other school practices can retard the devel-
opment of academic efficacy, especially
among students who are poorly prepared to
cope with ascending academic challenges.
Lockstep sequences of instruction frustrate
some students, who fail to grasp skills and
increasingly fall behind their peers (Bandura,
1997). Ability groupings can hurt self-
efficacy among those relegated to lower
groups. Classrooms that allow for much so-
cial comparison tend to lower self-efficacy
for students who find their performances de-
ficient compared to those of peers.

Also important is students’ sense of relat-
edness to the school environment. Students’
involvement and participation in school de-
pend in part on how much the school envi-
ronment contributes to their perceptions of
autonomy and relatedness, which in turn in-
fluence self-efficacy and academic achieve-
ment (Hymel, Comfort, Schonert-Reichl, &
McDougall, 1996). Although parents and
teachers contribute to feelings of autonomy
and relatedness, peers become highly signifi-
cant during adolescence. The peer group can
enhance or diminish students’ feelings of be-
longing and affiliation.

Periods of transition in schooling bring
additional factors into play that affect self-
efficacy. Eccles and her colleagues have in-
vestigated the transition from elementary
(grades K—6) to junior high (grades 7-9)
school (Eccles & Midgley, 1989; Eccles,
Midgley, & Adler, 1984). Elementary school
students remain with the same teacher and
peers for much of the school day, children
receive much attention, and individual prog-
ress is stressed. The transition brings several
changes. Because many elementary schools
typically feed into the same junior high, and
because students change classes, they are ex-
posed to peers whom they do not know.
Most evaluation is normative, and there is
less teacher attention to individual progress.
The widely expanded social reference group,
coupled with the shift in evaluation stan-
dards, necessitates that students reassess
their academic capabilities. Compared with
grade 6, competence beliefs typically decline
by grade 7 (Harter, 1996). We might expect
a comparable decline between grades 5 and
6 in school systems in which middle school
begins at grade 6.
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As do other cognitive capabilities, self-
appraisal skill improves with development.
Most children overestimate their academic
capabilities (Pajares, 1997). Even feedback
indicating low performance may not de-
crease self-efficacy (Schunk, 1995). Less fre-
quently, children underestimate their capa-
bilities and believe that they cannot acquire
basic skills.

The incongruence between self-efficacy and
actual performances may be due to various
causes. Children often lack task familiarity
and do not fully understand what is required
to execute a task successfully. As they gain
experience, their judgmental accuracy im-
proves. Children may be unduly swayed by
certain task features and decide based on
these that they can or cannot perform the
task, while ignoring many other features. In
subtraction, for example, children may focus
on how many numbers the problems contain
and judge longer problems more difficult
than those with fewer numbers, even when
the longer ones are conceptually simpler. As
their cognitive capability to focus on multi-
ple features improves, so does their accu-
racy.

Another influence is children’s faulty
knowledge about their performance capabil-
ities. In writing, for example, it is difficult
for children to know how clearly they can
express themselves or whether their writing
skills are improving (Schunk & Swartz,
1993). Teacher feedback—especially at the
elementary level—is intended to encourage
and stress what children do well. They may
believe they can write well when in fact their
writing is far below normal. With develop-
ment, children gain task experience and peer
social comparisons, which improve self-
assessments.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS IN THE STUDY
OF ACADEMIC SELF-EFFICACY

As we have illustrated, the empirical connec-
tion between self-efficacy and other compe-
tence beliefs, and academic performances
and achievement has been reasonably
shown. In this section, we suggest some di-
rections that we find especially appropriate
for uncovering additional insights about the
role played by self-efficacy and other compe-
tence beliefs.

Research is required on the extent to
which self-efficacy beliefs generalize from
one domain to another and whether such
generalization varies as a function of devel-
opment. Self-efficacy refers to perceived ca-
pabilities within specific domains. Although
most researchers have not investigated
whether self-efficacy generalizes beyond spe-
cific domains, there is evidence for a general-
ized sense of self-efficacy (Smith, 1989). Stu-
dents’ initial self-efficacy for learning is
affected by their aptitudes, prior experi-
ences, and social supports (Schunk, 1995).
Children who perform well in mathematics
should have higher self-efficacy for learning
new content than those who have had learn-
ing difficulties. Self-efficacy might generalize
when the new domain builds on prior skills
(e.g., self-efficacy for subtracting and multi-
plying may transfer to long division).

Bandura (1997) identified conditions
under which competence judgments can gen-
eralize across performance tasks or domains.
When differing tasks require similar sub-
skills, capability perceptions for demonstrat-
ing the requisite subskills should predict the
differing outcomes. Generality can also oc-
cur when the skills required to accomplish
dissimilar activities are acquired together. In
school, students’ mathematics and verbal
self-efficacy may generalize if the skills for
each subject have been adequately taught
and developed by a competent teacher.
Subskills required to organize a course of ac-
tion are themselves governed by broader
self-regulatory skills, such as knowing how
to diagnose task demands, or constructing
and evaluating alternative strategies. Pos-
sessing these self-regulatory skills allows stu-
dents to improve their performances across
varied academic activities (Zimmerman,
1989). Coping skills work in similar fashion
by reducing stress and promoting effective
functioning across domains. Self-efficacy
also should generalize when commonalities
are cognitively structured across activities.
For instance, if students realize that in-
creased effort and persistence result in aca-
demic progress and greater understanding in
mathematics, they may make similar con-
nections with other subject areas.

The hypothesized conditions under which
competence perceptions should generalize
across domains provide rich opportunity for
empirical investigation that would help trace
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the genesis and interconnections of self-
perceptions. These insights might also shed
light on findings from cognitive psychology,
demonstrating that students often have diffi-
culty transferring strategies and knowledge
across academic domains (Pressley et al.,
1990). It is possible that although strategies
or knowledge functions may not so easily
transfer, the beliefs that accompany these
cognitive processes may travel more easily.
Thus, cognitive, knowledge-based compo-
nents required to carry out an activity or
task may make the voyage from one activity
to another with greater difficulty than the
perceptions that provide the effort and per-
sistence necessary to attack the related or
novel activity. It will be interesting to dis-
cover to what degree the process of transfer-
ring perceptions resembles the transfer of
other cognitive processes.

Researchers should also investigate how
self-efficacy relates to its outcomes as a con-
sequence of development. In academic set-
tings, the influence of self-efficacy on choice
of activities, effort, and persistence is com-
plex. The early school grades are skills ori-
ented, and teachers assign tasks they ex-
pect all students to master. Children’s self-
efficacy generally is high, and they often
overestimate their capabilities (Pajares,
1996b). Choice of activities is not a good in-
dex, because students rarely get to choose
learning activities in which they engage.

Persistence also presents problems. Stu-
dents typically persist on activities not neces-
sarily because of high self-efficacy but rather
because the teacher keeps them on task. Ed-
ucational research has yielded inconsistent
results on the relation of self-efficacy to per-
sistence (Schunk, 1995). A positive relation
may be found in the early stages of learning,
when persistence leads to better perfor-
mance. As skills develop, students should re-
quire less time to complete a task, which
means that self-efficacy will relate negatively
to persistence. With development, children
are better able to determine how much per-
sistence may be necessary to succeed. Thus,
self-efficacy may predict persistence better at
the higher grades. The same concerns apply
to effort. Although learning problems begin
to appear in the early grades, most children
master the basic skills. Effort should be a
more reliable outcome of self-efficacy with
development, but academic learning re-
search is needed.

Bandura (1986) argued that successful
functioning is best served by reasonably ac-
curate efficacy appraisals, although the most
functional efficacy judgments are those that
slightly exceed what one can accomplish, be-
cause overestimation increases effort and
persistence. Indeed, most students are over-
confident about their academic capabilities.
But how much confidence is too much confi-
dence? When should overconfidence be
characterized as excessive and maladaptive?
What factors create inaccurate self-
perceptions, and what are the likely effects
of inaccuracy? Researchers should deter-
mine to what degree high self-efficacy dem-
onstrated in the face of incongruent perfor-
mance attainments ultimately results in
greater motivation and achievement (Stone,
1994). Efforts to lower students’ efficacy
percepts or interventions designed to raise
already overconfident beliefs should be dis-
couraged, but improving students’ calibra-
tion (the accuracy of their self-perceptions)
will require helping them understand what
they know and do not know, so that they
may effectively deploy appropriate strategies
to perform a task.

With the explosion of technology in
schools, research is also needed on how stu-
dents develop self-efficacy for learning to
use technology. Although children and ado-
lescents are more technologically competent
now than ever before, there remains wide
variability among students.

As with other skills, we should expect that
academic attainments, vicarious experiences,
and persuasive communications would in-
fluence self-efficacy in the context of sound
instruction. Some questions need to be ad-
dressed: Do children benefit more from mas-
tery experiences than from teacher encour-
agement and observing peers succeed? Does
exposure to technologically competent peer
models enhance adolescents’ self-efficacy?
How can technology be integrated across
the curriculum to promote self-efficacy at
different developmental levels?

The sensitivity to context of self-efficacy
makes it an ideal vehicle with which to ex-
plore the difference in perceptions of compe-
tence as a function of developmental factors.
It seems likely that self-perceptions of com-
petence take on different meanings and are
weighed differently as a function of develop-
ment (Wigfield & Karpathian, 1991). For
example, Nicholls (1984) suggested that
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young children view effort and ability as
complementary; with age and schooling,
they come to view them as contradictory. A
better understanding of the development of
academic self-efficacy, familial and school-
ing influences, and developmental factors
that contribute to changes in self-efficacy
will require longitudinal investigations.
More information also is required about
how students at various ages, academic
levels, or grades use the diverse sources of
efficacy information in developing their per-
ceptions. Because children judge their capa-
bilities partly by comparing their perfor-
mances with those of others, future studies
should also explore the influence of peers on
the development of self-efficacy, as well as
the social comparative information that stu-
dents find most useful.

Researchers have reported that teachers’
beliefs of personal efficacy affect their in-
structional activities and their orientation
toward the educational process. For exam-
ple, preservice teachers’ sense of efficacy is
related to their beliefs about controlling stu-
dents. Teachers with a low sense of efficacy
tend to hold a custodial orientation that pes-
simistically views students’ motivation, em-
phasizes rigid control of classroom behavior,
and relies on extrinsic inducements and neg-
ative sanctions to get students to study
(Woolfolk & Hoy, 1990). Teachers with
high self-efficacy create mastery experiences
for students, whereas teachers with low in-
structional efficacy undermine students’ cog-
nitive development, as well as judgments of
their capabilities (Ashton & Webb, 1986).
Teacher self-efficacy also predicts student
achievement and students’ achievement be-
liefs across various areas and levels (Ashton
& Webb, 1986; Midgley et al., 1989). There
is a need to discover additional correlates of
teacher self-efficacy, as well as to understand
how it influences educational outcome vari-
ables, such as instructional practices and
student achievement.

Educators should continue to explore
how teacher self-efficacy develops, what fac-
tors contribute to strong and positive teach-
ing self-efficacy in varied domains, and how
teacher education programs can help
preservice teachers develop high efficacy. Be-
liefs act as a filter through which new phe-
nomena are interpreted and subsequent
behavior is mediated, but information can
be filtered such that similar beliefs can have

differing outcomes. For example, high
teacher self-efficacy can promote or inhibit
conceptual change (Guskey, 1986); that is,
teachers who are highly confident in their in-
struction may be highly resistant to chang-
ing any facet of it because of the confidence
they have in themselves, or they may also be
confident enough in themselves to attempt
conceptual change. It should prove insight-
ful to discover how teachers make the con-
nection between belief and action, and
under what conditions similar teacher self-
efficacy perceptions result in differing per-
formances. Also, if beliefs are difficult to al-
ter (Pajares, 1992), how can low teacher
self-efficacy be raised? And if self-efficacy is
critical to the process of teaching, how can it
be made an explicit focus of teacher educa-
tion programs?

We also recommend research on how to
structure teacher preparation programs so
that preservice teachers acquire competen-
cies to work effectively with students at dif-
ferent developmental levels. The rise of in-
clusion has further diversified classrooms.
Teachers must know how to tailor instruc-
tion to developmental differences within
classrooms. Research should explore how to
enhance preservice teachers’ self-efficacy for
helping diverse students learn. Research is
especially needed on how field experiences
in diverse settings and exposure to models
affect preservice teachers’ self-efficacy.

Bandura (1986) observed that there are a
number of conditions under which self-
efficacy beliefs do not perform their influen-
tial, predictive, or mediational role in hu-
man functioning. In prejudicially structured
systems, for example, students may find that
no amount of skillful effort will bring about
desired outcomes. Although they may pos-
sess the necessary skill and high self-efficacy
required to achieve, they may choose not to,
because they lack the necessary incentives.
Self-efficacy also will have no bearing on
performance if schools lack the effective
teachers, necessary equipment, or resources
required to aid students in the adequate per-
formance of academic tasks. Bandura sug-
gested that when social constraints and
inadequate resources impede academic per-
formances, self-efficacy may exceed actual
performance, because learners are unable to
perform what they know. This observation
may be insightful in light of findings regard-
ing self-beliefs of minority students in some
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contexts. There is need to explore the role
that schools play as social systems for devel-
oping and cultivating self-efficacy, as well as
the roles that the various incentives and dis-
incentives such systems create play in the de-
velopment of students’ self-efficacy.

As the world shrinks, attempting to un-
derstand to what degree the effects of self-
efficacy are universal across cultures seems
critical. Cross-cultural research will help
clarify how efficacy beliefs are created and
develop as a result of different cultural prac-
tices, as well as how these differing practices
influence children’s self-efficacy about their
schooling. Although there is already evi-
dence to suggest that self-efficacy has similar
effects across cultures (Bandura, 1995), the
link between culture and belief has yet to be
made empirically. Moreover, the relationship
between cultural differences and the effects
of the cultural practices of institutions such
as the family, community, and workplace on
children’s self-efficacy has yet to be deter-
mined (Oettingen, 1995).

Bandura (1986) observed that confidence
is a personal and a social construct. Col-
lective systems such as classrooms, teams
of teachers, schools, and school districts
develop a sense of collective efficacy—a
group’s shared belief in its capability to at-
tain their goals and accomplish desired
tasks. Students, teachers, and school admin-
istrators operate collectively and individu-
ally. As a result, schools develop collective
beliefs about the capabilities of their stu-
dents to learn, of their teachers to teach and
enhance the lives of their students, and of
their administrators and policymakers to
create environments conducive to those
tasks.

Schools with a strong sense of collective
efficacy exercise empowering and vitalizing
influences on their constituents, and these
effects are palpable and in evidence
(Bandura, 1997). Collective efficacy medi-
ates the influence of students’ socioeconomic
status, prior academic achievement, and
teachers’ longevity on the academic achieve-
ment of middle school students. There is evi-
dence to suggest that the collective efficacy
of teachers is related to personal teaching ef-
ficacy and satisfaction with the school ad-
ministration (Fuller & Izu, 1986). We might
ask, what role does a student’s or teacher’s
sense of efficacy play in the creation of a

school’s collective efficacy, and vice versa?
What role does the collective efficacy in
place at a school play in the creation and de-
velopment of novice teachers’ and new stu-
dents’ entering sense of efficacy? Can collec-
tive efficacy undermine-enhance students’
and teachers’ sense of efficacy? Is collective
efficacy contagious?

Researchers have made noteworthy con-
tributions to the understanding of compe-
tence perceptions, self-regulatory practices,
and academic motivation, but the connec-
tion from theory and findings to practice has
been slow. Classroom teachers and policy-
makers may well be impressed by the force
of research findings arguing that self-efficacy
perceptions are important determinants of
performance and mediators of other vari-
ables, but they are apt to be more interested
in useful educational implications, sensible
intervention strategies, and practical ways to
alter self-efficacy when it is inaccurate and
debilitating to children (or to teachers and
school administrators).

We have shown that theory and research
strengthen the claim of social cognitive theo-
rists that competence beliefs play an influen-
tial role in human agency, and they support
the work of investigators reporting a signifi-
cant relationship between students’ percep-
tions of their competence in academic areas
and their subsequent performance in these
areas. The clear implication is that research-
ers and school practitioners should continue
to look to students’ beliefs about their aca-
demic capabilities as important predictors
and determinants of academic achievement,
for they are critical components of motiva-
tion and behavior.
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VALUES

CHAPTER 7

™R

Subjective Task Value
and the Eccles et al. Model
of Achievement-Related Choices

JACQUELYNNE S. ECCLES

ver the past 25 years, my colleagues and

I have studied the motivational and so-
cial factors influencing such long- and short-
range achievement goals and behaviors as
career aspirations, vocational and avoca-
tional choices, course selections, persistence
on difficult tasks, and the allocation of effort
across various achievement-related activi-
ties. Given the striking differences in the ed-
ucational, vocational, and avocational pat-
terns of males and females, we began this
work with a particular interest in the moti-
vational factors that might underlie the gen-
der differences in such achievement-related
choices. Frustrated with the number of
seemingly disconnected theories proliferat-
ing to explain gender differences in these
achievement patterns, we developed a com-
prehensive theoretical model of achieve-
ment-related choices that could be used to
guide our subsequent research efforts (see
Figure 7.1 for most recent version). Drawing
on the theoretical and empirical work asso-
ciated with decision making, achievement

105

theory, and attribution theory (see Crandall,
1969; Weiner, 1992), we proposed that edu-
cational, vocational, and other achievement-
related choices are most directly related to
two sets of beliefs: the individual’s expecta-
tions for success, and the importance or
value the individual attaches to the various
options perceived by the individual as avail-
able. In this model, we also specified the re-
lation of these beliefs to cultural norms, ex-
periences, aptitudes, and to those personal
beliefs and attitudes that are commonly as-
sumed to be associated with achievement-
related activities (see Eccles, 1987; Eccles,
Wigfield, & Schiefele, 1998).

For example, let us consider course enroll-
ment decisions. The model predicts that peo-
ple will be most likely to enroll in courses
that they think they can master and that
have high task value for them. Expectations
for success (alternatively, a sense of domain-
specific personal efficacy) depend on the
confidence the individual has in his or her
intellectual abilities and on the individual’s
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FIGURE 7.1. General expectancy—value model of achievement choices.

estimations of the difficulty of the course.
These beliefs are shaped over time by the in-
dividual’s experiences with the subject mat-
ter and by his or her subjective interpreta-
tion of those experiences (e.g., Does the
person think that his or her successes are a
consequence of high ability or lots of hard
work?). Likewise, the value of a particular
course to the individual is influenced by sev-
eral factors. For example, does the person
enjoy doing the subject material? Is the
course required? Is the course seen as instru-
mental in meeting one of the individual’s
long- or short-range goals? Have the indi-
vidual’s parents or counselors insisted that
the course be taken or, conversely, have
other people tried to discourage the individ-
ual from taking the course? Is the person
afraid of the material to be covered in the
course? Does the person think that the
course is appropriate for people like him or
her? Finally, does taking the course interfere
with other more valued options?

Four features of our approach that are not

well captured by the static model depicted in
Figure 7.1 are particularly important for un-
derstanding individual, as well as gender
and other group, differences in achievement-
related choices: First, we focus on
achievement-related behaviors that involve
both conscious and nonconscious choices.
Although the language we use to describe
the various components makes it seem that
we are talking about quite conscious pro-
cesses, this is not our intention. Please bear
in mind that this is a problem with the lan-
guage rather than the theory. We believe that
the conscious and nonconscious choices
people make about how to spend time and
effort lead, over time, to marked differences
between groups and individuals in lifelong
achievement-related patterns. For example,
many of the most interesting gender differ-
ences (e.g., educational and vocational aspi-
rations, and educational, vocational, and
avocational activity choice/involvement) oc-
cur on achievement-related behaviors, aspi-
rations, or involve the element of choice,
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even if the outcome of that choice is heavily
influenced by socialization pressures and
cultural norms.

Focusing attention on achievement-related
choices reflects a second important aspect of
our perspective, namely, the issue of what
becomes part of an individual’s field of pos-
sible choices. Although individuals choose
from among several options, they do not ac-
tively, or consciously, consider the full range
of objectively available options. Many op-
tions are never considered, because the indi-
vidual is unaware of their existence. Other
options are not seriously considered, be-
cause the individual has inaccurate informa-
tion regarding either the option itself or the
individual’s possibility of achieving the op-
tion. For example, young people often have
inaccurate information regarding the full
range of activities associated with various
career choices or the financial assistance
available for advanced educational training.
Yet they make decisions about which occu-
pations to pursue, and they select courses in
high school that they believe are important
for getting into college and majoring in the
subject most directly linked to their career
aspirations. Too often, these choices are
based on either inaccurate or insufficient in-
formation. In addition, many options may
not be seriously considered, because the in-
dividual does not believe that a particular
choice fits well with his or her gender-role or
other social-role schemas. Again, inaccurate
information about what occupations are ac-
tually like can lead to premature elimination
of quite viable career options. For example,
a young woman with excellent math skills
may reject the possibility of becoming an en-
gineer, because she has a limited view of
what engineers actually do. She may stereo-
type engineers as nerds or as folks who focus
on mechanical tasks, with little direct hu-
man relevance, when, in fact, many engi-
neers work directly on problems related to
pressing human needs.

A third important feature of our perspec-
tive is the explicit assumption that achieve-
ment-related decisions, such as the decision
to enroll in an accelerated math program or
to major in education rather than law or en-
gineering, or to devote a lot of energy to
school achievement rather than social activi-
ties, are made within the context of a com-
plex social reality that presents each individ-

ual with a wide variety of choices, each of
which has both long-range and immediate
consequences. Furthermore, the choice is of-
ten between two or more positive options,
or between two or more options that each
have both positive and negative compo-
nents. For example, the decision to enroll in
an advanced math course is typically made
in the context of other important decisions,
such as whether to take advanced English or
a second foreign language, whether to take a
course with one’s best friend or not, or
whether it is more important to spend one’s
senior year working hard or having fun, and
so on. The critical issue in our view is the
relative personal value of each option. Given
high likelihood of success, we assume that
people will then choose those tasks or be-
haviors that have relatively higher personal
value. Thus, it is the hierarchy of subjective
task values that matter, rather than the abso-
lute values attached to the various options
under consideration. This feature of our ap-
proach makes within-person comparisons
much more relevant than between-group,
mean-level comparisons.

Consider, as an example, two junior high
school students: Mary and Barbara. Both
young women enjoy mathematics and have
always done very well. Both have been iden-
tified as gifted in mathematics and have been
offered the opportunity to participate in an
accelerated math program at the local col-
lege during the next school year. Barbara
hopes to major in communications when she
gets to college and has also been offered the
opportunity to work part-time at the local
television news station doing odd jobs and
some copyediting. Mary hopes to major in
chemistry in college and plans a career as a
research scientist. Taking the accelerated
math course involves driving to and from
the college. Since the course is scheduled for
the last period of the day, it will take the last
two periods of the day, as well as 1 hour of
afterschool time to take the course. What
will the young women do? In all likelihood,
Mary will enroll in the program, because she
likes math and thinks that the effort re-
quired to both take the class and master the
material is worthwhile and important for
her long-range career goals. Barbara’s deci-
sion is more complex. She may want to take
the class but may also think that the time re-
quired is too costly, especially given her al-
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ternative opportunity at the local television
station. Whether she takes the college course
or not will depend, in part, on the advice she
gets at home and from her counselors. If
they stress the importance of the math
course, then its subjective worth to her is
likely to increase. If its subjective worth in-
creases sufficiently to outweigh its subjective
cost, then Barbara will probably take the
course despite its cost in time and effort.

A true-life experience with my daughter
provides another example. In the third
grade, she did not do very well on her report
card. T asked her why she was doing so
poorly. In her first reply, she said other chil-
dren also were doing poorly. I reacted by
saying I really did not care how the other
children were doing. I was only concerned
with her poor performance, to which she re-
plied, “But I would have to work harder to
do better.” T agreed and asked why she was
not working harder. She replied, “What do
you want me to do? Waste my childhood do-
ing schoolwork?” Clearly, she had no prob-
lems with her sense of personal efficacy.
Instead, she just did not value doing school-
work as much as she valued other ways of
spending her time. These two examples
point to the importance of the value compo-
nent of the Eccles et al. expectancy-value
model. T focus on this component in this
chapter.

Finally, we assume that the processes sum-
marized in Figure 7.1 are both developmen-
tal and dynamic. The model provides a
snapshot of both the processes at one point
in time and a global view of the develop-
mental sequence linking exogenous and
sociocultural influences to the emergence of
the psychological processes depicted on the
right side of Figure 7.1. But the relations
within the entire system are quite dynamic
both moment-to-moment and across devel-
opmental history. Like many researchers in-
terested in self-processes, we assume that
both personal states and situational charac-
teristics will make the various components
of the self-system more or less salient at dif-
ferent times. As such, the immediate subjec-
tive task value of various options and behav-
iors will fluctuate depending on the salience
of different components of the self-system.
We also assume that the components of the
self-system change across developmental
time in response to experience with specific

tasks, changing cognitive abilities and inter-
pretative beliefs, changing socialization
pressures, and changing sociocultural influ-
ences. Finally, we assume the relative sa-
lience of the subcomponents of subjective
task value will change developmentally and
across situations. Like Deci and Ryan
(1985), we believe that the relative impor-
tance of different aspects of a task for
behavioral choices will vary across develop-
mental time due to such developmental pro-
cesses as internalization, maturation, and
life stage. For example, the relative salience
of intrinsic enjoyment of a task may be par-
ticularly salient to young children and to
people primarily interested in leisure pur-
suits (Wigfield & Eccles, 1992). In contrast,
the utility value of a task for fulfilling one’s
goals may be particularly salient during
those periods in life when one is most en-
gaged in striving to achieve these goals. For
example, the utility value of particular
school courses for one’s career goals is likely
to be a particularly salient influence on
choices during adolescence, when one is pre-
paring oneself for a particular occupation.

In summary, as outlined in Figure 7.1, my
colleagues and I assume that achievement-
related choices (e.g., educational, occupa-
tional, and leisure-time choices), whether
made consciously or nonconsciously, are
guided by the following: (1) one’s expecta-
tions for success on, and sense of personal
efficacy for, the various options, as well as
one’s sense of competence for various tasks;
(2) the relation of the options both to one’s
short- and long range goals and one’s core
personal and social identities, and basic psy-
chological needs; (3) the individual’s cultur-
ally based role schemas, such as those linked
to gender, social class, religious group, and
ethnic group; and (4) the potential cost of
investing time in one activity rather than
another. We assume that all of these psycho-
logical variables are influenced by one’s ex-
periences and interpretation of these ex-
periences, by cultural norms, and by the
behaviors and goals of one’s socializers and
peers.

In this chapter, I focus on the subjective
task value (STV) component of the Eccles et
al. expectancy—value model. As the example
of the two young women given earlier illus-
trates, I am particularly interested in the role
that STV plays in shaping individuals’



7. Subjective Task Value 109

achievement-related decisions about activity
choice, participation, and degree of engage-
ment. Because the Eccles et al. model was
originally designed to explain a sociocul-
tural phenomenon—gender differences in
achievement-related choices, I believe it is
particularly well suited for a sociocultural
analysis of motivation and activity choices. I
predict that sociocultural differences in a
wide array of activity and behavioral
choices, particularly in the achievement do-
main, reflect cultural differences in success
expectations and STV-related beliefs, which,
in turn, likely result from sociocultural dif-
ferences in the wide range of social experi-
ences that shape human development. The
work my colleagues and I have done on gen-
der within the United States provides com-
prehensive examples of just how these so-
ciocultural processes can work. I summarize
some of this work in this chapter, paying
particular attention to our gender work on
STV.

OVERVIEW OF THE COMPONENTS
OF SUBJECTIVE TASK VALUE

Our initial theorizing about STV was heavily
influenced by the work of Norm Feather
(1988, 1992). Like Feather, we assume that
task value is a quality of the task that con-
tributes to the increasing or decreasing prob-
ability that an individual will select it (see
Eccles, 1987; Eccles et al., 1983; Wigfield &
Eccles, 1992). We define this quality of tasks
in terms of four components: (1) attainment
value, or the value an activity has because
engaging in it is consistent with one’s self-
image; (2) intrinsic or interest value—
expected enjoyment of engaging in the task;
(3) the utility value of the task for facilitat-
ing one’s long-range goals or helping the in-
dividual obtain immediate or long-range ex-
ternal rewards; and (4) the cost of engaging
in the activity.

Attainment Value

Building on Battle’s (1966) work on “attain-
ment value,” we define it in terms of the per-
sonal importance attached to doing well on,
or participating in, a given task. Our notion
of attainment value is closely linked to work
on identity: We predict that tasks will be

seen as important when individuals view en-
gaging in the task as central to their own
sense of themselves (i.e., their core social
and personal identities), because such tasks
provide the opportunity for the individual to
express or confirm important aspects of the
self. In this sense, our notion of attainment
value is similar to ideas proposed by Connell
and Wellborn (1991) and Deci and Ryan
(1985) linking motivation and engagement
to the extent to which tasks and activities
fulfill the basic human needs of autonomy,
competence, and relatedness. Connell and
Wellborn (1991) argued that people’s moti-
vation to engage in a task is influenced by
the extent to which the task provides oppor-
tunities to fulfill their basic needs for auton-
omy, social relatedness, and a sense of com-
petence. In this sense, their theory is a
variant on more basic person—environment
fit theories that stress the importance of a
good fit between the opportunities provided
by the environment and the needs of the in-
dividuals for optimal motivation. Our no-
tion of attainment value represents our
operationalization of this same principle. In
addition, however, I would add the follow-
ing basic needs and values to the list pro-
posed by Connell and Wellborn: (1) the need
to feel that what one does matters in a fun-
damentally important way to one’s social
group, and (2) the need to feel respected and
valued by one’s social group.

Other theorists (e.g., Harter, 1983; White,
1959) have also pointed out the importance
of effectance, competence, and social relat-
edness needs. The importance of competence
needs, in particular, has received a great deal
of attention in the achievement literature.
For example, in her model of mastery or
effectance motivation, Harter (1983) de-
scribed the effects of both success and failure
experiences on mastery motivation. She pro-
posed that successful mastery attempts that
are positively reinforced lead to internaliza-
tion of the reward system. They also en-
hance perceptions of competence and per-
ceived internal control over outcomes, give
the individual pleasure, and ultimately in-
crease mastery motivation. In contrast,
when mastery attempts fail, the need for ap-
proval by others persists, with a correspond-
ing increase in external control beliefs, lower
competence beliefs, higher anxiety in mas-
tery situations, and ultimately, lower mas-
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tery motivation. This perspective is impor-
tant, because it links success and failure
experiences to subsequent general motiva-
tional orientations, which, we believe, in
turn influence the attainment values at-
tached to whole categories of activities (e.g.,
activities that provide opportunities to dem-
onstrate mastery and competence).

A similar analysis applies to the success
and failure on particular tasks. If one has
had a history of success on particular tasks,
then, through the processes associated with
both self-knowledge and identity formation,
and classical conditioning, the individual
will come to see him- or herself in terms of
these particular competencies and to feel
good when anticipating engaging in tasks
that provide the opportunity to demonstrate
these specific competencies. In contrast, if
the individual has failed at mastery attempts
on particular tasks and feels incompetent at
those tasks, then he or she is likely to lower
the value attached to being competent at
these particular types of tasks because he or
she will not see such tasks as providing the
opportunity to feel competent (see Bandura,
1986, for similar discussion of the relation
between prior success and failure and cur-
rent task value).

We believe that the attainment value of
various tasks is influenced by the affor-
dances provided by these tasks to fulfill a
whole array of individual needs and per-
sonal values. As we grow up, we develop im-
ages of who we are and what we would like
to be. These image are made up of many
component parts, including (1) our concep-
tions of our own personality and capabili-
ties; (2) our long-range goals and plans; (3)
our schema regarding the proper roles of
people “like us” (e.g., men vs. women, Jews
vs. Gentiles, Italians vs. Englishmen, young
people vs. older people, Goths vs. Preppies),
as well as our more general social scripts re-
garding proper behavior in a variety of situ-
ations; (4) our instrumental and terminal
values (Rokeach, 1973); (5) our motiva-
tional sets or goal orientations; and (6) our
images of our ideal or hoped-for selves. To-
gether, the most central parts of these images
and schemas comprise our personal and so-
cial identities. These social and personal
identities should have the most powerful in-
fluence on the value each individual attaches
to various educational and vocational op-

tions; these differential values, in turn,
should influence the individual’s achieve-
ment-related choices (Eccles, 1984, 1987).
For example, if helping other people is a
central part of an individual’s personal iden-
tity, then that person should place higher
value on “helping” than on “nonhelping”
occupations. Essentially, I am arguing that
individuals perceive tasks in terms of certain
characteristics that can be related to their
needs and values. In turn, tasks that fit well
with one’s values, goals or needs, will be
seen as having high STV; tasks that do not
fit well, or that actually are in opposition to
one’s values, goals, or needs, will be seen as
having low or even negative STV.

Recent work by scholars interested in goal
orientations (Ames & Ames, 1989; Dweck
& Elliott, 1983; Elliot & McGregor, 2001;
Midgley, Anderman, & Hicks, 1995;
Nicholls, 1984; see also Pintrich & Schunk,
2002) provides a good example of these pro-
cesses. Initially, goal orientation theorists
hypothesized that achievement tasks vary
along two dimensions: (1) the extent to
which mastery or improvement is stressed,
and (2) the extent to which doing better
than others is stressed. They also hypothe-
sized that individuals differ in the salience
and importance of these two dimensions:
Some are oriented primarily to the mastery
component; others, primarily to the compet-
itive component; and still others, to both or
neither of these aspects of achievement
tasks. To the extent that these individual dif-
ferences in goal orientation are a central part
of one’s core self, achievement tasks or situa-
tions that emphasis one or the other of these
two components will have different STV to
individuals, depending on their goal orienta-
tion. People who think of themselves as very
competitive, or who have a highly competi-
tive temperament or motivational need, will
attach greater STV to competitive achieve-
ment tasks than individuals who do not
value competitiveness as a personal charac-
teristic, or who do not want to seen by oth-
ers as a competitive person. In contrast, if
individuals place great importance on the
mastery component of achievement tasks,
they should place high value on mastery-
based achievement tasks and may avoid
achievement tasks that stress comparing
one’s performance to others rather than to
one’s own past performance.
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Tasks may be also perceived in terms of
nurturance, power, aesthetic pleasure, and
so on. Participating in particular tasks re-
quires the demonstration of the characteris-
tics associated with the task. Whether this
requirement is seen as an opportunity or a
burden will depend on the individual’s
needs, motives, and personal values, and on
his or her desire to demonstrate these char-
acteristics both to him- or herself and to oth-
ers.

In summary, we assume the following: (1)
Individuals seek to confirm their possession
of those characteristics central to their self-
image; (2) various tasks provide differential
opportunities for such confirmation; (3) in-
dividuals place more value on those tasks
that either provide the opportunity to fulfill
their self-image or are consistent with their
self-image and long-range goals; and (4) in-
dividuals are more likely to select tasks with
high subjective value than tasks with lower
subjective value. To the extent that groups
of people, such as males and females, come
to have different self-images, needs, goals,
and personal values through the processes
associated with sociocultural learning, vari-
ous activities will come to have different
subjective value for males and females.

Intrinsic and Interest Value

I reserve the term “intrinsic value” for either
the enjoyment one gains from doing the task
or the anticipated enjoyment one expects to
experience while doing the task. In this
sense, my notion of intrinsic value is simi-
lar to the idea of flow, as proposed by
Csikszentmihalyi (1988), who discussed in-
trinsically motivated behavior in terms of
the immediate subjective experience that oc-
curs when people are engaged in the activity.
Interviews with climbers, dancers, chess
players, basketball players, and composers
revealed that these activities yield a specific
form of experience, labeled “flow,” charac-
terized by (1) holistic feelings of being im-
mersed in, and of being carried by, an activ-
ity; (2) merging of action and awareness; (3)
focus of attention on a limited stimulus field;
(4) lack of self-consciousness; and (5) feeling
in control of one’s actions and the environ-
ment. Flow is only possible when people feel
that the opportunities for action in a given
situation match their ability to master the

challenges. The challenge of an activity may
be something concrete or physical, such as
the peak of a mountain to be scaled, or it
can be something abstract and symbolic,
such as a set of musical notes to be per-
formed, a story to be written, or a puzzle to
be solved. Research has shown that both the
challenges and skills must be relatively high
before a flow experience becomes possible
(Massimini & Carli, 1988).

Our notion of intrinsic task value is also
related to the idea of interest value used by
Hidi (1990), Renninger, Hidi, and Krapp
(1992), Schiefele (1991), and Tobias (1994).
These researchers differentiate between indi-
vidual and situational interest. Individual in-
terest is a relatively stable evaluative orienta-
tion toward certain domains; situational
interest is an emotional state aroused by spe-
cific features of an activity or a task. Two as-
pects or components of individual interest
are distinguishable (Schiefele, 1991, 1996):
feeling-related and value-related interest.
“Feeling-related interest” refers to the feel-
ings that are associated with an object or an
activity itself—feelings such as involvement,
stimulation, or flow. “Value-related inter-
est” refers to the attribution of personal sig-
nificance or importance to an object. In ad-
dition, both feeling-related and value-related
valences are directly related to the object
rather than to the relation of this object to
other objects or events. For example, if stu-
dents associate mathematics with high per-
sonal significance because mathematics can
help them get prestigious jobs, then we
would describe this aspect as utility value
rather than interest value.

We know little about the origins of either
within-individual or between-individual dif-
ferences in interest. In some ways, individual
differences in patterns of interest are related
to issues discussed under attainment value:
The attraction to, or enjoyment of, particu-
lar types of activities are undoubtedly linked
to core aspects of the self, such as tempera-
ment, personality, motivational orientations.
It is also likely to be linked to both genetic
propensities and to classical learning associ-
ated with either positive or negative emo-
tional experiences during initial encounters
with particular activities.

In the last 30 years, educational psycholo-
gists have become interested in individual
differences in a more general, individual in-
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terest pattern, namely, one associated with
trait-like individual differences in what
might be referred to as the desire to learn
(see Amabile, Hill, Hennessey, & Tighe,
1994; Gottfried, 1990; Harter, 1981;
Midgley, 2002; Nicholls, 1984; Schiefele,
1996). These researchers define this endur-
ing learning orientation in terms of three
components: (1) preference for hard or chal-
lenging tasks, (2) learning that is driven by
curiosity or interest, and (3) striving for
competence and mastery. The second com-
ponent is most central to the idea of intrinsic
task value. Both preference for hard tasks
and striving for competence are linked more
closely with what we call “attainment
value.” Nonetheless, empirical findings sug-
gest that these three components are highly
correlated, and that high levels of a trait-like
desire to learn facilitates positive emotional
experience (Matsumoto & Sanders, 1988),
self-esteem (Ryan, Connell, & Deci, 1985),
mastery-oriented coping with failure and
high academic achievement (Benware &
Deci, 1984), and use of appropriate learning
strategies (Pintrich & Schrauben, 1992).

We know much more about the task char-
acteristics linked to situational interest in
part because the research on school-related
situational interest has focused on the char-
acteristics of academic tasks that create in-
terest (e.g., Hidi, 1990). Among others, the
following text features arouse situational in-
terest: personal relevance, both familiarity
and novelty, activity level, and comprehensi-
bility (Hidi & Baird, 1986). We also know
that there is strong empirical support for the
relation of both individual and situational
interest with text comprehension and recall,
and with deep-level learning (see Renninger
et al., 1992; Schiefele, 1996).

Before leaving this discussion of intrinsic—
interest value, it is important to note that we
do not see it is as the same as intrinsic moti-
vation. Certainly doing something because
one loves the experience of doing it is an ex-
ample of intrinsic motivation. But, as I dis-
cuss later, intrinsic motivation has more to
do with the origin of the decision to ex-
change in the activity than with the source
of the activities value. Extrinsic rewards can
undermine an individual’s intrinsic motiva-
tion to engage in tasks that the individual
finds intrinsically interesting.

Utility Value

“Utility value,” or usefulness, refers to how
a task fits into an individual’s future plans,
for instance, taking a math class to fulfill a
requirement for a science degree. In certain
respects, utility value is similar to extrinsic
motivation, because when doing an activity
out of utility value, the activity is a means to
an end rather than an end in itself (see Ryan
& Deci, 2000). However, the activity can re-
late also to some important personal goals,
such as attaining a certain occupation. In
this sense, utility value is also related to per-
sonal goals and one’s sense of self. This as-
pect of utility value makes this component
of task value somewhat similar to Deci and
Ryan’s (1985) idea of introjected value. The
relation between utility value and attain-
ment value is also quite close to the distinc-
tion Deci and Ryan make between intro-
jected behavioral regulation and integrated
behavioral regulation. To the extent that
one’s short- and long-range goals become an
integral part of one’s identity and needs,
then tasks that fulfill these goals have both
utility and attainment value. In this sense,
the distinction also relates to Harter’s (1998)
notion of the authentic self and to the dis-
tinction Higgins (1987) makes between the
ought, ideal, and actual selves.

Perceived Cost

According to the Eccles et al. model, the
value of a task should also depend on a set
of beliefs that can best be characterized as
the cost of participating in the activity. Cost
is influenced by many factors, such as an-
ticipated anxiety, fear of failure, fear of the
social consequences of success, such as rejec-
tion by peers, or anticipated sexual harass-
ment or discrimination, or anger from one’s
parents or other key people, and fear of loss
of a sense of self-worth (Covington, 1992).

The last conceptualization of cost is simi-
lar to the kinds of dynamics discussed by
Covington in his self-worth theory. Coving-
ton (1992) defined the motive for self-worth
as the desire to establish and maintain a pos-
itive self-image, or sense of self-worth. Be-
cause children spend so much time in class-
rooms and are evaluated so frequently there,
Covington argued that protecting one’s
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sense of academic competence is likely to be
critical for maintaining a positive sense of
self-worth. However, school evaluation,
competition, and social comparison can
make it difficult for some children to main-
tain the belief that they are competent aca-
demically. Covington outlined various strat-
egies children develop to avoid appearing to
lack ability, including procrastination, mak-
ing excuses, avoiding challenging tasks, and
not trying. The last two strategies are partic-
ularly interesting. Covington and Omelich
(1979) referred to effort as a “double-edged
sword,” because although trying is impor-
tant for success (and is encouraged by both
teachers and parents), if children try and
fail, then it is difficult to escape the conclu-
sion that they lack ability. Therefore, if fail-
ure seems likely, some children will not try,
precisely because trying and failing threatens
their ability self-concepts. Avoiding chal-
lenging tasks is a good way to avoid or mini-
mize failure experiences that is used by even
high-achieving students who are failure
avoidant. Rather than responding to a chal-
lenging task with greater effort, these stu-
dents try to avoid the task altogether, in or-
der to maintain both their own sense of
competence and others’ perceptions of their
competence.

Cost can also be conceptualized in terms
of the loss of time and energy for other ac-
tivities. People have limited time and energy.
They cannot do everything they would like
to do. They must choose among activities.
To the extent that one loses time for Activity
B by engaging in Activity A, and to the ex-
tent that Activity B is high in one’s hierarchy
of importance, then the subjective cost of en-
gaging in A increases. Alternatively, even if
the attainment value of A is high, the value
of engaging in A will be reduced to the ex-
tent that the attainment value of B is higher,
and to the extent that engaging in A j jeopar-
dizes the probability of successfully engaging
in B (see Kerr, 1985, for good examples of
this process in action in gifted women’s
lives).

Thus, cost refers to what the individual
has to give up to do a task (e.g., “Do I do
my math homework or call my friend?”), as
well as the anticipated effort one will need
to put into task completion. Is working this
hard to get an A in math worth it? My col-

leagues and I have emphasized that cost is
especially important to choice, and that
sociocultural processes linked to gender and
cultural socialization should have a big in-
fluence on the perceived cost of various ac-
tivities precisely because the goal of these so-
cialization practices is to teach which
activities should be given the highest priority
(e.g., see Eccles, 1984, 1987, 1989).

The examples provided earlier illustrate
this idea of cost very concretely. Choices are
influenced by both negative and positive
task characteristics, and all choices are as-
sumed to have costs associated with them,
because one choice often eliminates other
options. If Mary, from the earlier example,
follows her inclinations and chooses to ma-
jor in chemistry in college, she will not be
able to pursue other possible majors. In ad-
dition, because chemistry is a particularly
demandlng major with lots of requirements,
she will not even be able to take very many
nonscience courses. Thus, she will have to
forgo the opportunity to take courses in
many other fields and on many other topics.
She will also have to spend a great deal of
time on her course work. How she reacts to
these inherent costs in majoring in chemistry
will impact on her decision to complete this
major.

RELATION OF SUBJECTIVE TASK
VALUE THEORY TO TWO OTHER
MOTIVATIONAL THEORIES:
INTRINSIC MOTIVATION

AND GOAL THEORIES

In the previous sections, I related the specific
components of my STV theory to other mo-
tivational theories. There are, however, two
more global theories of motivation that re-
late to various aspects of STV in a more ho-
listic way.

Self-Determination Theory

Several motivational theorists have focused
attention on the distinction between intrinsic
motivation and extrinsic motivation (e.g.,
Deci & Ryan, 1985; Harter, 1983; Lepper,
1988; Ryan & Deci, 2000). When individu-
als are intrinsically motivated, they do activ-
ities for their own sake and out of interest in
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the activity. When extrinsically motivated,
individuals do activities for instrumental or
other reasons, such as receiving a reward.
Typically, these theorists assume that intrin-
sic motivation is better than extrinsic moti-
vation. In general, evidence supports this as-
sumption. For example, many studies have
documented the debilitating effects of ex-
trinsic incentives and pressures on the moti-
vation to perform even inherently interesting
activities and the facilitative effects of intrin-
sic motivation on many aspects of learning
and task engagement (e.g., see Deci & Ryan,
1985; Harter, 1983; Lepper, 1988). But
what determines intrinsic motivation? Most
theorists believe that instrinsic motivation
derives from human beings’ basic needs for
competence and effectance (Harter, 1983;
White, 1959) and their basic need for per-
sonal causation and self-determination
(deCharms, 1968). Deci and Ryan (1985)
argued that the basic needs for both compe-
tence and self-determination are the major
reason why people seek out optimal stimula-
tion and challenging activities, and that
intrinsic motivation is maintained only
when actors feel both competent and self-
determined.

Deci and Ryan (1985) also argued that the
basic needs for competence and self-
determination play a role in more extrinsi-
cally motivated behavior. Consider, for ex-
ample, a student who consciously, and with-
out any external pressure, selects a specific
major because it will help him or her earn
a lot of money. This student is guided
by basic needs for competence and self-
determination, but his or her choice of ma-
jor is based on reasons totally extrinsic to
the major itself. Thus, although this stu-
dent’s choice of major is intrinsically moti-
vated in that it is self-determined, it is not in-
trinsically motivated in the sense that the
activity itself is intrinsically interesting. In
our terms, the major has utility value rather
than intrinsic value.

By introducing the idea of self-determina-
tion, Deci and Ryan (e.g., Ryan, 1992; Ryan
& Deci, 2000) went beyond the extrinsic—
intrinsic motivation dichotomy common in
most discussions of intrinsic versus extrinsic
motivation. Key to their perspective is not
whether the task has intrinsic or extrinsic
value, but whether or not engagement in the
task is self-determined. They do, however,

also argue that optimal motivation and
performance is linked to both self-deter-
mination and valuing the task itself.

Deci and Ryan (1985) also elaborated a
developmental theory associated with inter-
nalization to explain the process of transfer-
ring the regulation of behavior from outside
to inside the individual. They postulated
that a basic need for interpersonal related-
ness explains why people turn external regu-
lation into internal regulation through the
process of internalization. Furthermore, they
argued that internalization takes place
through a series of developmental steps. At
the beginning, behavior is primarily under
external regulation. Later, behavior comes
under the introjected regulation processes
associated with feelings that one should do
the behavior. This step is followed by the
identified regulation processes associated
with the utility of that behavior to meet in-
ternalized goals (e.g., studying hard to get
grades to get into college) and then by the
integrated regulation processes associated
with what the individual thinks is valuable
and important to the self. Even at the inte-
grated regulation level, however, behavior is
not fully internalized and self-determined;
for the behaviors to be full internalized and
self-determined, the individual must also be
highly interested in the behavior. Although
this theory of internalization has sequential
properties inherent in its structure, Deci and
Ryan also measure all aspects of behavioral
regulation at the same time and sometimes
assume that individuals can be motivated by
all aspects of regulation at the same time—
an assumption with which I agree. In this
way, these forms of behavioral regulation
have some similarity to the different aspects
of STV discussed earlier: Attainment value
comes closest to Deci and Ryan’s notion of
integrated regulation; intrinsic/interest value
comes closest to Deci and Ryan’s notion of
internalized regulation; utility value comes
closest to Deci and Ryan’s notion of identi-
fied regulation, but it also shares some simi-
larity with both introjected and external reg-
ulation.

There are several differences in the em-
phases in these two approaches. In my ap-
proach to STV theory, these various aspects
of task value cumulate to determine the final
STV. In addition, I stress the role of cost in
determining each task’s or activity’s STV.



7. Subjective Task Value 115

Thus, I stress the fact that the same activity
can have multiple sources of STV simulta-
neously, that more sources can yield higher
levels of STV, and that it is this cumulative
STV that is key to predicting behavioral
choice. T also avoid privileging internal regu-
lation over the other forms of task value.
Finally, I do not conceptualize the develop-
mental sequence in such a linear way. Some
activities are intrinsically interesting from
the start and have high value because the
young child finds them inherently interest-
ing, fun, and rewarding. Similarly, although
I do believe that some aspects of behavioral
regulation do follow the type of internaliza-
tion sequence proposed by Deci and Ryan, I
also believe that other aspects of the values
underlying behavioral choices do not follow
such a linear sequence. Attainment value is a
good example. I believe that many of the
self-system dynamics underlying attainment
value are discovered through the processes
of self-socialization and identity formation,
rather than the processes associated with in-
ternalization. In addition, I believe that life
stages will lead the various subcomponents
of STV to have different salience at different
points in one’s life.

Goal Theories

Recently researchers have become interested
in children’s achievement goals and their re-
lation to achievement behavior (see Ames &
Ames, 1989; Dweck & Elliott, 1983; Elliot
& MacGregor, 2001; Ford, 1992; Harackie-
wicz & Elliot, 1993; Meece, 1991, 1994;
Midgley, 2002; Midgley et al.,, 1995;
Nicholls, 1984). Earlier, I discussed the rela-
tion of some aspects of achievement goal
orientation work to our idea of attainment
value. In this section, I say more about the
link between goal theories and STV.
Achievement goal orientation theories are
currently the most popular form of goal the-
ory. Proponents of this approach focus
broadly on two basic goals: mastery or task-
involved goals and performance or ego-
involved goals. For example, Nicholls and
his colleagues (e.g., Nicholls, Cobb, Wood,
Yackel, & Patashnick, 1990) defined two
major goal patterns or orientations: ego-
involved goals and task-involved goals. In-
dividuals with ego-involved goals seek to
maximize favorable evaluations of their

competence and minimize negative eval-
uations of competence. Questions such as
“Will T look smart?” and “Can I outperform
others?” reflect ego-involved goals. In con-
trast, individuals with task-involved goals
focus on mastering tasks and increasing
their competence. Questions such as “How
can I do this task?” and “What will I learn?”
reflect task-involved goals. Nicholls also dis-
cussed a third type of goal orientation, work
avoidance.

Dweck and her colleagues (e.g., Dweck &
Elliott, 1983), Ames (1992), and Midgley
and her colleagues (see Midgley, 2002) pro-
vide complementary analyses distinguishing
between performance goals (e.g., ego-
involved goals), and mastery goals (e.g.,
task-involved goals). Most recently, Elliot
and MacGregor (2001) made the distinction
between approach and avoidance goals, and
suggested a 2 X 2 matrix of achievement
goals that crossed approach and avoidance
goals with performance and mastery goals.
To the extent that these goals represent core
aspects of the self or trait-like motivational
orientations, these goals should relate to
STV through their impact on attainment
value and perceived cost.

Other researchers (e.g., Ford, 1992;
Wentzel, 1991) have adopted a broader per-
spective on goals and motivation, arguing
that there are many different kinds of goals
that individuals can have in achievement set-
tings. For example, Ford defined “goals” as
desired end states that people try to attain
through the cognitive, affective, and bio-
chemical regulation of their behavior. Ford
(1992) outlined an extensive taxonomy of
goals that distinguished most broadly be-
tween within-person goals, which concern
desired within-person consequences, and
person—environment goals, which concern
the relation between the person and his or
her environment. The within-person goals
include affective goals (e.g., happiness, phys-
ical well-being), cognitive goals (e.g., explo-
ration, intellectual creativity), and subjective
organization goals (e.g., unity, transcen-
dence). The person—environment goals in-
clude self-assertive goals, such as self-
determination and individuality, integrative
social relationship goals, such as belonging-
ness and social responsibility, and task goals,
such as mastery, material gain, and safety. In
many respects, both of these clusters of goals
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are similar to the types of goals that, I argue,
influence the attainment value of various
tasks, because the tasks provide an opportu-
nity to enact and demonstrate one’s goals.
Wentzel, a student of Ford, has examined
the role of multiple goals in adolescents in
achievement settings (e.g., Wentzel 1991,
1993). She focuses on the way in which the
content of children’s goals guides and directs
behavior. In this sense, Wentzel’s goals are
like the goals and self-schema that relate to
our notion of attainment value hierarchies.
For instance, Wentzel found that the goals
such as seeing oneself as successful, depend-
able, wanting to learn new things, and
wanting to get things done, predict school
achievement. In order to understand stu-
dents’ engagement in school achievement-
related activities, one would need to mea-
sure these various goals and the extent to
which various activities were perceived by
the students as providing opportunities or
barriers to their fulfillment of these goals.
Wentzel has begun this work by demonstrat-
ing that both social and academic goals pre-
dict adolescents’ school performance and
behavior (see Juvonen & Wentzel, 1996).

BUT DO SUBJECTIVE TASK VALUES
ACTUALLY INFLUENCE
ACHIEVEMENT-RELATED CHOICES?

Is there any evidence to support the impor-
tance of these aspects of STV for predicting
behavioral choices? Yes (see Eccles et al.,
1998, for review). In this chapter, I focus on
only one aspect of the question: Do individ-
ual differences in relative perceived value of
a variety of occupations influence individual
differences in occupational choice? Several
studies provide support for the hypothesized
link of personal values to a variety
of achievement-related choices, including
course enrollment decisions, occupational
choices, college major, and involvement in
sports (see Eccles et al., 1998). Given space
limitations, I focus only on the findings from
our longitudinal study of approximately
1,000 adolescents from southeastern Michi-
gan (Michigan Study of Adolescent Life
Transitions, MSALT). When these adol-
escents were seniors in high school, we
assessed the following constructs: their occu-
pational aspirations, the value and impor-

tance they attached to a wide array of both
occupations and occupational characteristics
(e.g., work that allows one to help other
people, work that allows one to earn a lot of
money, etc.), and their personal efficacy for
success in the same array of occupations. We
then used discriminant analysis to determine
the strongest predictors of occupational
choice within rather than across genders
(Eccles, Barber, & Jozefowicz, 1999; Eccles
& Vida, 2003; Jozefowicz, Barber, & Eccles,
1993).

As predicted, the relevant dimension of
personal efficacy/expectations for success
was an important predictor for every occu-
pational category (e.g., efficacy for health-
related occupations was a strong predictor
only of plans to enter a health-related pro-
fession; efficacy for working with people
was a strong predictor only of plans to enter
a human service occupation). In addition, as
predicted, the values attached to relevant job
characteristics were significant predictors of
occupational aspirations. But the findings
for values were more complex, in that values
had both positive and negative predictive
power. As predicted in our model, for any
given occupational category, the extent to
which the individual valued characteristics
associated with the occupation predicted
plans to enter that occupational category
(e.g., valuing creativity predicted women’s
plans to become artists or writers, valuing
helping others predicted women’s plans to
enter either human service or health-related
professions). In addition, however, and con-
sistent with the notion that the individual hi-
erarchy of values matters, valuing helping
others predicted not aspiring to either a
physical science-related profession or a busi-
ness/law-related profession, as well as not
majoring in these fields and not being em-
ployed in these fields as a young adult. Simi-
larly, valuing occupational prestige predicted
not aspiring to a human service occupation.

SUBJECTIVE TASK VALUE

AND BOTH CULTURAL AND GENDER
DIFFERENCES IN ACHIEVEMENT-
RELATED CHOICES

As noted in the introduction to this chap-
ter, I believe that the sociocultural pro-
cesses associated with gender-role and cul-



7. Subjective Task Value 117

tural socialization should influence the
ways in which members of different cultur-
ally based groups come to see themselves,
as well as the goals and values they de-
velop for their lives. In addition, experi-
ences in different types of learning environ-
ments should influence the emotional
experiences associated with different activi-
ties. Finally, cultures and countries should
vary in the opportunities provided to try
different types of activities, as well as in
the range of activities made available and
salient to various individuals living within
the group. Each of these processes should
lead to both cultural group differences and
within-culture individual differences in
STVs. I discuss this more later.

At an even more basic level, cultures differ
in the extent to which individuals have
“choice” over such achievement-related be-
haviors as educational focus, careers, and
leisure activities. Western cultures pride
themselves on allowing individuals to make
these choices for themselves, even though
choice still continues to be heavily socialized
in these Western cultures. Other cultures
place less emphasis on individual choice,
particularly individual choice based on max-
imizing self-fulfillment and self-actualiza-
tion. For example, in interviews with young
professionals in China, I found that career
choices were based much more on the needs
of the community for particular types of
skills than on the needs of the individual to
find a job that maximized the fit of one’s oc-
cupation with one’s talents and interests. In
most cases, the students think that their oc-
cupation was determined for them by their
community, or by the State. Similarly, in in-
terviews with Japanese students, I found
that choices about future occupations were
based more on the quality of the company
than on the fit of the particular job category
with the individual’s talents and interests. In
this case, the individuals were given more
power to select their future occupation; but
the criteria for their choice were quite differ-
ent from the criteria advocated in vocational
counseling in the United States.

Does this mean that the Eccles et al.
expectancy—value model is not a useful theo-
retical tool for such cultures? I think not. It
does mean that we need to consider the cul-
tural and social, as well as the psychological
components, of the Eccles et al. model. For

this chapter, we need to pay particular atten-
tion to the sociocultural forces that underlie
individual differences in STV. In both the
Chinese and Japanese cases discussed earlier,
the STV of various occupational categories
was based on more communial consider-
ations than is typical for European Ameri-
can adolescents. In addition, the relevance of
ability self-concepts for choice should be less
than it is for European American adoles-
cents. These hypotheses need to be tested.

Equally important, cultures will differ in
the range of options provided. Individuals
are only exposed to narrow range of options
available to them in any achievement do-
main. Cultures differ greatly in the kinds of
day-to-day activities to which their children
are exposed. For example, urban children in
the United States are not likely to be ex-
posed to playing cricket, African drums, or
Balinese dancing for a leisure activity, or to
farming as an occupational choice. Conse-
quently, it is not surprising that American
children are unlikely to choose these activi-
ties.

Sociocultural processes are also likely to
produce cultural differences in expectancies,
ability self-concepts, and all components of
STV. For example, cultures likely differ in
the stereotypes of different abilities. Some
cultures believe that individual differences in
math and sport ability reflect individual dif-
ferences in practice and learning. Others be-
lieve these individual differences are due pri-
marily to innate aptitude. It is likely that the
conclusions the children in these different
types of cultures draw about their abilities
from their success and failure experiences in
math and sports will differ—leading to cul-
ture differences in ability self-concepts for
different academic domains.

The potential impact of sociocultural pro-
cesses on the various components of STV is
even clearer. Attainment value, for example,
should be very culturally embedded. The
value of various identity components, activi-
ties, and behaviors is a central component of
culture. To the extent that individuals within
a culture internalize the culturally pro-
scribed identity components, these individu-
als will place greater importance (attainment
value) on those behaviors and activities that
are consistent with these identity compo-
nents. Similarly, to the extent that individu-
als have internalized the culturally pro-
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scribed identity components, the lower
value, and the higher cost, they will attach
to activities and behaviors that are inconsis-
tent or antithetical with the culturally pro-
scribed identity components.

The impact of sociocultural processes on
utility and cost can be analyzed in a similar
manner. If various adult roles are valued dif-
ferently across cultures, then the utility value
of those activities and behaviors likely to be
instrumental to achieving these adult roles
will also vary across cultures and
subcultural groups. Similarly, the cost of en-
gaging in activities or behaviors that reduce
the likelihood of achieving these adult roles
will vary across cultures. In addition, cul-
tures will vary in their tolerance and encour-
agement of nontraditional and non-
normative behavioral choices. As the tol-
erance and encouragement go down, the
cost of non-normative and nontraditional
choices goes up—in some cases, to the point
of death.

Finally, females and males in all cultures,
as well as other cultural subgroups within a
culture, engage in quite different activities
both as children and adults. In part, these
differences are likely to reflect differences in
the choices to which females and males are
exposed; in part, these differences reflect the
impact of sociocultural processes on the de-
velopment of females’ and males’ ability
self-perceptions and STVs.

In summary, there are many ways in
which culture might relate to the Eccles et al.
expectancy—value model of achievement-
related choices. In this section, I have
stressed the relation between culture and the
various components underlying STV. In the
next section, I explore these links more fully,
drawing upon our work in the area of gen-
der.

DO GENDER DIFFERENCES

IN SUBJECTIVE TASK VALUES
HELP US UNDERSTAND GENDER
DIFFERENCES IN ACHIEVEMENT-
RELATED CHOICES?

Given the probable impact of gender-role so-
cialization on the variables associated with
STV, gender differences in the STV attached
to various achievement-related options
should be important mediators of gender

differences in educational and occupational
choices in both typical and gifted popula-
tions. Our research supports this hypothesis.
In a longitudinal study of the math course
enrollment decisions of intellectually able,
college-bound high school students, gender
differences in students’ decisions to enroll in
advanced mathematics were mediated pri-
marily by gender differences in the value
that the students’ attached to mathematics
(Eccles, Adler, & Meece, 1984). More spe-
cifically, the young women were less likely
than the young men to enroll in advanced
mathematics, primarily because they felt
that math was less important, less useful,
and less enjoyable than did the young men.
We also found clear evidence of gender dif-
ferences in the value attached to various
school subjects and activities in our study of
elementary school-age children enrolled in a
gifted program (Eccles & Harold, 1992).
Even though there was no gender difference
in expectations for success in mathematics,
these girls reported liking math less than did
the boys and rated math as less useful than
did the boys. In addition, the boys also at-
tached greater importance to sports than did
the girls. Not surprisingly, the boys were
much more likely to be engaged in sports ac-
tivities throughout their elementary school
years than the girls. Other studies of both
gifted and more typical populations have
yielded similar findings (Dauber & Benbow,
1990; see Eccles & Harold, 1992).

In summary, there is substantial evidence
of gender differences in the valuing of vari-
ous educational and occupational options.
But do these differences explain gender dif-
ferences in educational occupational choice?
As noted earlier, I have found evidence that
the answer is yes (see Eccles, 1987). Addi-
tional support for this hypothesis comes
from the work of Benbow (1988; Benbow &
Minor, 1986). Gifted girls in their study
were less likely than gifted boys to take ad-
vanced mathematics, in part because they
liked language-related courses more than
they liked mathematics courses. In addition,
they found weak but consistent positive rela-
tions in their gifted samples between liking
of biology, chemistry, and physics, and sub-
sequent plans to major in biology, chemistry,
and physics. Finally, students’ interest pre-
dicted course taking in high school and col-
lege.
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

I had several goals for this chapter. First I
wanted to outline in some detail my perspec-
tive of STV as a part of the Eccles et al.
expectancy—value theory of achievement-
related behavioral choices. The general out-
line of a theory of STV was developed by my-
self and my colleagues during the 1970s and
1980s. The basic elements were first dis-
cussed in Eccles (Parsons) et al. (1983) and in
my 1984 Nebraska Symposium on Motiva-
tion chapter. These basic elements included
an articulation of four critical subcompo-
nents or influences on STV: attainment value,
intrinsic interest value, utility value, and per-
ceived cost. More recent accounts of these ba-
sic elements, along with a developmental
analysis and an attempt to relate the basis ele-
ments to other motivational theories, ap-
peared in a 1992 article by Wigfield and
Eccles and a 1998 chapter by Eccles,
Wigfield, and Schefiele. In this chapter, T have
tried to articulate more fully my own perspec-
tive on each of the four basic elements, focus-
ing most intensively on attainment value.
This focus reflects my current interest in both
social and personal identities.

I also wanted to articulate the relation of
this perspective to other related motivational
theories. This proved to be quite a challenge
for two reasons: (1) The complexity of cur-
rent theories of motivation made clear,
unidimensional links difficult, and (2) all
currently popular theories are dynamic and
changing as the theorists talk more with
each other. T found both of these challenges
intrinsically interesting and important for
the field. As each of the theories become
more complex, they also become more simi-
lar. Being an integrative optimist, I want to
interpret these theoretical shifts in terms of a
developmental progression toward conver-
gence on a comprehensive and predictively
powerful set of principles of behavioral
choice and motivation. We are not there yet,
but we are getting closer.

Finally, I wanted to lay out the power of
the STV perspective to analyze the socio-
cultural processes underlying group differ-
ences in behavioral choices. As the world be-
comes closer and globalization becomes
more common, we are forced to think about
group differences in behavioral choice. We
need to understand the motivations of peo-

ple who are culturally quite different from
us. The fundamental question of motivation
is why people do what they do. But can we
develop theories that are sufficiently power-
ful to help us understand behavioral differ-
ences across various socioculturally defined
groups? The final sections of this chapter
represent my attempt to address this ques-
tion. Again, I found this a quite challenging
task, in part due to my own culturally and
genetically based cognitive limitations, and
in part due to the complexity of the task it-
self. But again, my optimism was reinforced.
Many very smart people are trying to ad-
dress this task, and I think our motivational
theories are getting more powerful as we
share our ideas with each other.
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IMPLICIT THEORIES OF ABILITY

CHAPTER 8

R

Self-Theories

Their Impact on Competence Motivation and Acquisition

CAROL S. DWECK
DANIEL C. MOLDEN

chievement motivation is about striving
Afor competence. Thus, a major part of
understanding achievement motivation is
understanding people’s theories about com-
petence—what competence is and what it
means about the self.

Why do people want competence? First,
there appears to be an inborn desire to ac-
quire and exercise competence. From the be-
ginning, its acquisition is readily initiated,
inherently sustained, and intrinsically re-
warded. This is simply part of our survival.
Later, this can become a more conscious val-
uing of learning and growth. A second rea-
son that people want competence is that it
becomes part of the self-concept, part of
what people measure themselves by, and
part of what other people esteem them for.
Thus, achievement motivation is powered by
a valuing of both competence acquisition
(learning goals) and competence validation
(performance goals).

Self-theories help us understand which of
these two faces of competence—the compe-
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tence acquisition or the competence
validation—becomes most valued. This is
important, for we show how an overempha-
sis on competence validation can drive out
learning. By illuminating the valuing of dif-
ferent competence goals, self-theories can
also give us entrée into the “meaning sys-
tems” people use to construct meaning in
competence-relevant situations. Often, moti-
vational variables are considered in isola-
tion. Rarely do researchers look at a net-
work of beliefs and goals that work together
to produce important behaviors and out-
comes; that is, rarely do they look at the
meaning systems that give rise to the behav-
iors and outcomes we care about.

In this chapter, we begin by showing how
self-theories create meaning systems—how
they attract or highlight certain competence
goals and certain attributions, which go on
to foster particular strategies (see also
Dweck, 1999; Dweck & Molden, 2004;
Grant & Dweck, 2003). These strategies, in
turn, result in different levels of self-esteem,
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interest, and competence, especially in the
face of challenge or threat. We show how
these theory-based meaning systems operate
in the arenas of academic achievement,
sports, relationships, and organizations. We
also describe how socialization practices can
foster different self-theories, and how alter-
ing people’s self-theories has a cascade of ef-
fects, altering their meaning systems and
their academic outcomes. Finally, we close
by showing how thinking in terms of self-
theories and the meaning systems they en-
gender can link competence and motivation
to other important areas of psychology.

SELE-THEORIES

The self-theories we focus on in this chapter
are people’s beliefs about the fixedness or
malleability of their personal qualities, such
as their intelligence: Do people believe that
their intelligence is a fixed trait (“You have
it or you don’t”) or a malleable quality that
they can cultivate through learning and ef-
fort? These theories are typically measured
by asking people to agree or disagree with a
series of statements, such as “Your intelli-
gence is something basic about you that you
can’t really change” or “No matter who you
are, you can substantially change your level
of intelligence.” Agreement with statements
like the first one reflects an “entity” theory,
that is, the idea that intelligence is a fixed
entity. In contrast, agreement with state-
ments like the second one reflects a mallea-
ble or “incremental” theory, that is, the idea
that intellectual ability can be increased
through one’s efforts.

Although many people think the entity
theory is the dominant one in our society, it
turns out that both theories are equally pop-
ular. When self-theories are assessed in chil-
dren or adults, about 40% of people tend to
endorse the entity theory, about 40% tend
to endorse the incremental theory, and about
20% are undecided.

Self-theories can also be induced experi-
mentally. That is, although these theories are
relatively stable beliefs that individuals hold
(see, e.g., Robins & Pals, 2002), they can
also be taught or primed. In many studies,
researchers have taught their participants an
entity or an incremental theory, often by
means of persuasive articles (e.g., Niiya,

Crocker, & Bartmess, 2004). These articles
depict the attribute in question, such as in-
telligence or personality, as a relatively in-
born trait that is resistant to change or, alter-
natively, as a quality that can be developed
throughout one’s life. Researchers have also
manipulated self-theories by portraying the
task that people are about to embark on as
one that measures (or requires) either inher-
ent abilities or, alternatively, skills that can
be acquired through practice. This has been
done for such diverse abilities as intellectual
skills (e.g., Aronson, 1998; Martocchio,
1994), physical skills (e.g., Jourden, Ban-
dura, & Banfield, 1991), and managerial
skills (e.g., Wood & Bandura, 1989).
Finally, as we will see, people’s self-theories
can be changed in a more long-term way
through targeted interventions (Aronson,
Fried, & Good, 2002; Blackwell, Dweck, &
Trzesniewski, 2003; Good, Aronson, &
Inzlicht, 2003).

Can people hold different theories about
different attributes? Can they believe that
their intelligence is fixed but their personal-
ity is malleable? Yes, people can and often
do hold different theories about different
personal qualities (Dweck, Chiu, & Hong,
1995). They can even hold different theories
about different intellectual skills, for exam-
ple, believing that their math ability is fixed
but their verbal abilities can be developed.

Which theory is correct? Historically, psy-
chologists have heatedly argued both sides
of the issue, and they are still at it today. As
with most issues, the answer probably lies
somewhere in between, but evidence increas-
ingly suggests that important parts of many
abilities can be acquired (see Brown, 1997;
Nickerson, Perkins, & Smith, 1985; Stern-
berg, 1985; Chapter 2, this volume). This
trend is clear not only in the research litera-
ture but also in the popular literature, where
we see more and more documented cases of
disadvantaged, failing, or “backward” chil-
dren learning calculus (Mathews, 1988) or
reading and discussing Shakespeare (Collins,
1992; Esquith, 2003; Levin, 1987). In
Marva Collins’s inner-city Chicago school,
all 4-year-olds who entered in September
were reading by Christmas. These were the
same children who might typically reach
high school without knowing how to read.

In this context, it is interesting to note
that even Alfred Binet the inventor of the IQ
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test, was a strong proponent of the incre-
mental theory of intelligence. Although his
test was later used to measure the “entity”
of intelligence, that was far from his inten-
tion. His life’s work was devoted, not to pi-
geonholing failing students, but to devising
educational programs that would help them
become smarter:

A few modern philosophers . . . assert that an
individual’s intelligence is a fixed quantity
which cannot be increased. We must protest
and react against this brutal pessimism. ...
With practice, training, and above all method,
we manage to increase our attention, our
memory, our judgment, and literally to become
more intelligent than we were before. (Binet,
1909/1973, pp. 105-106)

However, this is not simply an intellectual
issue of interest to psychologists. In the sec-
tions that follow, we see the profound conse-
quences for people of believing in one theory
or the other. We see the way in which be-
lieving in fixed attributes leads people to
become highly concerned (sometimes over-
concerned) with measuring those attributes,
often to the detriment of their learning. It
leads people to interpret setbacks as a reflec-
tion of their underlying competence and to
show defensive or ineffective self-regulatory
strategies in the face of threat. In contrast,
we see how believing in malleable attributes
leads people to place a priority on learning
and self-development, to interpret setbacks
as a reflection of their effort or learning
strategies, and to mobilize effective self-
regulatory strategies in the face of threat.

SELE-THEORIES
AND MEANING SYSTEMS

In this section, we describe three longitudi-
nal studies (Blackwell et al., 2003; Robins &
Pals, 2002; Trzesniewski & Robins, 2003)
that show how self-theories of intelligence
form the core of motivationally important
meaning systems. These studies, all of which
trace students across difficult transitions, are
in striking agreement. As they follow stu-
dents who are coping with challenge, these
studies find basically the same constellation
of factors working together to affect self-
esteem and/or achievement.

Self-Theories and Achievement

In the first study, Blackwell et al. (2003) fol-
lowed several hundred seventh graders
across the transition to junior high school.
At the beginning of 7th grade, we assessed
the students’ theories of intelligence, along
with a host of other motivational variables,
and we monitored their math grades over
the next 2 years. Math is perhaps the subject
that poses the greatest difficulty for many
students as they find themselves in new con-
ceptual realms during these years. In many
studies, students show a sharp decline in
grades as they go from grade school to ju-
nior high, and this decline continues
throughout junior high.

Effects on Goals

What did we find? First, we found that stu-
dents’ theories of intelligence were signifi-
cant predictors of other key motivational
variables. Specifically, holding an incremen-
tal theory of intelligence (vs. an entity theory
of intelligence) was associated with holding
strong learning goals. Students with an in-
cremental theory more strongly endorsed
statements such as “It is much more impor-
tant for me to learn things in my classes than
it is to get the best grades.” That is, when
students believed their intelligence could be
developed, they sought learning as a means
to do so. When they believed their intelli-
gence was fixed, they were diverted from
learning by their need to validate their intel-
ligence through their performance.

Another study, examining students mak-
ing the transition to college, also highlighted
the ways in which theories of intelligence
orient students toward different goals.
Hong, Chiu, Dweck, Lin, and Wan (1999)
questioned students who were entering the
University of Hong Kong, where all of the
classes are conducted in English, but not all
of the entering students are proficient in
English. We knew students’ English profi-
ciency scores and, as the students filled out
their registration materials, they were asked
whether they would take a remedial English
course if the faculty were to offer it. Stu-
dents who held an incremental theory of in-
telligence replied with a resounding yes—
they wanted to learn, but students with an
entity theory of intelligence were not at all
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enthusiastic. They perhaps preferred to live
with their def1c1ency, even if it put their col-
lege career in jeopardy, rather than expose
it, for in that framework a deficiency can re-
flect a permanent inadequacy.

Effects on Effort Beliefs

In the junior high school sample, students’
theories of intelligence also strongly pre-
dicted their beliefs about effort. For those
with an incremental theory, effort was a pos-
itive thing, a means to becoming smarter:
“The harder you work at something, the
better you’ll be at it.” However, for those
with an entity theory, effort was negative:
“To tell the truth, when I work hard at my
schoolwork, it makes me feel like I'm not
very smart.” In this fixed intelligence frame-
work, effort reflected deficient ability. Since
effort is the path to achievement, you can

see how such a belief could set up road-
blocks.

Effects on Attributions

Beyond goals and effort beliefs, theory of in-
telligence was a significant predictor of stu-
dents’ attributions for their difficulties as
well. Students with an incremental theory
took setbacks to mean that “I didn’t study
hard enough” or “I didn’t go about studying
in the right way.” When you’re oriented to-
ward learning, mistakes are signals of what
you did wrong and what you should do dif-
ferently in the future. In contrast, students
with the entity theory, saw setbacks (like ef-
fort) as a sign of deficient ability: “I wasn’t
smart enough” or “I’m just not good at this
subject.” When you’re oriented toward per-
formance, mistakes signal failure and inade-

quacy.

Effects on Strategies

What would they do after a setback? What
were their strategies? In line with the belief
that they could develop their competence
through effort, those students with an incre-
mental theory said (significantly more than
the entity theorists) that after a failure on a
test, “I would work harder in this class from
now on” and “I would spend more time
studying for the tests.” Perfectly sensible.
However, those with an entity theory—with

their lack-of-ability attributions and their
concern over exposing deficiencies—said
(significantly more than the incremental the-
orists), “I would spend less time on this sub-
ject from now on,” “I would try not to take
this subject ever again,” and “I would try to
cheat on the next test.” The entity theory
leaves students with no good recipe for suc-
cess. If you lack ability and if further effort
will just confirm it, there are few construc-
tive strategies left at your disposal.

Effects on Grades

Did students’ theories of intelligence predict
their math grades? The performance of two
groups, who entered junior high with equiv-
alent math achievement, increasingly pulled
apart over the 2-year perlod Entity theorists
were performing markedly worse after only
one term, and this gap grew larger over
time. Moreover, despite the often-reported
tendency for all students’ grades to decline
over this period, the grades of the incremen-
tal theorists actually rose every semester.

Meaning System Analysis

The most important question from a mean-
ing system perspective, however, is how the
motivational variables worked in concert to
produce differences in achievement. Path
analyses showed that the incremental theory,
by encouraging learning goals, positive ef-
fort beliefs, and effort attributions, gave rise
to positive, “mastery-oriented” strategies.
These strategies, in turn, predicted increas-
ing math scores across the junior high years.
Interestingly, students’ entering achievement
test scores did not predict increasing or de-
creasing grades. Only the motivational vari-
ables did that.!

The question then becomes whether other
studies measuring similar variables yield evi-
dence for the same meaning system.
Trzesniewski and Robins (2003) conducted
a similar study, following children from their
last semester of grade school (in this case,
grade 5) through three semesters of middle
school. They assessed students’ theories of
intelligence, as well as other motivational
variable, and then monitored their math
grades during middle school. Aside from the
fact that Trzesniewski and Robins did not
measure effort beliefs or mastery-oriented
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strategies, the path analysis looked highly
similar to that of Blackwell et al. (2003).
The incremental theory, by orienting stu-
dents toward learning goals rather than per-
formance goals, led to effort attributions for
setbacks, and from there to increasing math
grades. Despite the fact that math grades
were declining for the sample as a whole, the
incremental students showed a rise in grades
over the course of the study.

Self-Theories and Self-Esteem

In addition to scholastic achievement, can
self-theories and their allied meaning sys-
tems predict the course of other important
outcomes? Robins and Pals (2002) used a
similar set of variables to predict changes in
self-esteem. They followed 363 students at
the University of California at Berkeley
across their college years, another challeng-
ing time. Students’ theories of intelligence
were assessed and used to predict other mo-
tivational variables, as well as students’ in-
creasing or decreasing self-esteem. Would
the same meaning system that predicted stu-
dents’ grade trajectories predict their self-
esteem trajectories?

Relation to Motivational Variables

First, students’ theories of intelligence were
significant predictors of other important
variables. Incremental theorists were more
focused on learning goals, whereas entity
theorists were more focused on performance
goals. Further, incremental theorists made
more attributions to effort and study skills,
while entity theorists made more attribu-
tions to lack of ability when they explained
setbacks.? Looking at responses to challenge,
the incremental theory was highly predictive
of the positive, mastery-oriented responses
(“When something I am studying is difficult,
I try harder”), while the entity theory was
highly predictive of the more “helpless” re-
sponses to setbacks (“When I fail to under-
stand something, I become discouraged to
the point of wanting to give up”). Finally,
entity theorists were on a downward self-
esteem trajectory relative to incremental the-
orists, and this tendency was independent of
any differences in their average level of self-
esteem. This difference was also independent
of their grades. Thus, self-theories were able

to predict self-esteem trajectories in addition
to the grade trajectories found in the previ-
ous studies.

Meaning System Analysis

Importantly, the self-theories and related
motivational variables again hung together
into a coherent meaning system. The incre-
mental theory was again related (positively)
to learning goals and (negatively) to perfor-
mance goals, which were each related to the
effort versus ability attributions for failure.
The goals and the attributions led to
mastery-oriented versus helpless strategies,
and these strategies, in turn, predicted the
changes in self-esteem.’

Implications

In effect, a very similar meaning system to
the one found to govern grade changes was
found to predict self-esteem changes. Moti-
vational variables, rather than working in
isolation, were repeatedly seen to work to-
gether to create favorable or unfavorable
outcomes—self-theories leading to goals,
goals (sometimes together with the self-
theories) leading to attributions and strate-
gies, and attributions and strategies leading
to self-esteem and achievement outcomes.
These findings raise several important issues.
For example, attributions have long been
known to be important predictors of self-
related affect and coping in the face of set-
backs (Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale,
1978; Dweck & Reppucci, 1973; Weiner,
1986; Weiner & Kukla, 1970), and this was
found in each of the studies reviewed as
well. Thus, the importance of attributional
processes was confirmed. However, the attri-
butions in each case were predicted by the
self-theories and goals. Thus, the attribu-
tions appear to grow out of the meaning sys-
tems in which people are operating. When
people believe in fixed intelligence and are
oriented toward competence validation, neg-
ative outcomes speak to a lack of ability.
When, instead, people believe in developable
intelligence and are oriented toward compe-
tence acquisition, negative outcomes speak
to effort and strategy. Therefore, it becomes
important to understand the origins and im-
pact of attributions in terms of the meaning
systems that appear to give rise to them.
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In a related vein, much research has been
directed toward styles of coping, for exam-
ple, coping through active problem solving
versus avoidance coping. Most typically,
these styles are not seen in the context of
people’s beliefs and goals, but rather as
styles that have somehow been learned over
time. However, the research reviewed in this
chapter suggests that some of the very cop-
ing styles in which researchers have been
most interested may stem from the meaning
systems we have been describing. Meaning
systems built around an incremental theory
appear to promote active, direct, and con-
structive coping, whereas those built around
an entity theory appear to foster more
avoidant, indirect, and defensive coping. As
with attributions, then, a full understanding
of coping styles should include an examina-
tion of the core beliefs that lead people to
cope in characteristic ways.

Thus, this analysis has the potential to il-
luminate some of the key processes of inter-
est to psychologists, and to bring these pro-
cesses, such as coping processes, into the
realm of motivation.

WHAT IS COMPETENCE!?

We have shown how self-theories affect
whether people are primarily focused on
competence validation or competence acqui-
sition. Yet, beyond these effects, self-theories
set up different meanings to the point that the
very idea of competence is quite different
within the two frameworks (see Molden &
Dweck, 2000). Butler (2000) examined the is-
sue of what constitutes competence with a
sample of junior high school students and
their math teachers. For some of the partici-
pants, Butler simply measured their existing
theories of intelligence; for others, she in-
duced an entity or incremental theory of math
ability. Those in the entity condition were
told, “People differ in mathematical ability.
Studies show that people’s mathematical abil-
ity does not change much throughout life.” In
contrast, those in the incremental condition
were told, “Studies show that people acquire
math ability through learning and practice;
people who learn as they work develop higher
ability.” All were then shown the perfor-
mance of a student on math problems over a
series of days, and asked to judge his ability.

Specifically, half were shown the perfor-
mance of a student whose performance de-
clined over the time period (i.e., he started
high and dropped off), whereas the other
half were shown a student whose perfor-
mance increased (he started lower, but rose
over time), and were asked to rate his ability.
Those with an entity theory thought the stu-
dent with declining performance had higher
ability. He had the competence right away,
without working; no matter that he slacked
off later on. However, those with the incre-
mental theory thought the student with as-
cending performance had higher ability. He
presumably had worked hard and acquired
competence.

Even when people were shown both pat-
terns at the same time and asked which stu-
dent was smarter, entity theorists chose the
declining student and incremental theorists
chose the ascending student. Moreover, it
did not matter whether the students’ and
teachers’ theories of intelligence were their
natural, preexisting theories or theories that
had been experimentally induced. The re-
sults were the same.

These findings are important, because ed-
ucators or employers are often in the posi-
tion of judging people’s competence. If they
have an entity theory, they will make an im-
mediate judgment based on initial perfor-
mance. If they have an incremental theory,
they will instead value what people can learn
over time. In other words, they will value
and recognize growth. In fact, Rheinberg
(1980) found that teachers with entity-like
beliefs (“According to my experience, stu-
dents’ achievement mostly keeps constant in
the course of a year” and “As a teacher I
have no influence on students’ intellectual
ability”) did not produce maximal growth in
students who came into their classroom with
lower achievement. These students remained
low achievers. In contrast, teachers with
more incremental beliefs promoted growth
in achievement among those who were ini-
tially behind, to the point that many of them
caught up to the higher achievers.

A second study by Butler (2000) showed
that people’s self-theories not only affect
their definitions of competence when they
observe others but also influence their defi-
nition of competence for themselves. Stu-
dents worked on a task and were given feed-
back that indicated either a decline in their
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performance over time or an improvement
over time. Butler then assessed their intrinsic
motivation by asking them: “How interest-
ing did you find the problems? How inter-
ested are you in receiving more problems
like the ones you worked on? How inter-
ested would you be in working on extra
problems during recess?” Incremental theo-
rists displayed higher interest when their
performance had improved rather than de-
clined, but entity theorists showed a trend in
the opposite direction.

These findings are important, because
they suggest that entity theorists may not en-
joy something fully unless they are good at it
right away, whereas incremental theorists
can take pleasure in things they have worked
hard to master over time. This is supported
by research that monitored people’s affect
and enjoyment as they learned a variety of
difficult tasks (e.g., a perceptual-motor task:
Jourden et al., 1991; computer skills:
Martocchio, 1994; managerial skills: Tab-
ernero & Wood, 1999). For example, in a
study by Jourden et al. (1991), people
learned a challenging perceptual-motor
skill. For half of them, an entity theory was
induced by telling them that their perfor-
mance reflected inherent aptitude; for the
other half, an incremental theory was in-
duced by telling them that their performance
reflected an acquirable skill.

On this difficult task, people in the entity
theory condition showed no growth in con-
fidence over learning trials, negative reac-
tions to their performance, and low interest
in the activity. Since they were not good at it
right away, they could not enjoy the task or
any progress they were making on it. As a
result, their final skill level was limited as
well. In contrast, those in the incremental
condition showed growth in confidence,
positive reactions to their performance, and
widespread interest in the activity. Since an
incremental theory orients people toward
learning, their progress was a source of pride
and enjoyment. In line with this, they dis-
played a high level of skill acquisition.

In summary, self-theories change the very
meaning of competence. In one system, the
entity system, competence is something peo-
ple simply have and display right away. If it
does not emerge at once, they lose interest or
become distressed. In the other, the incre-

mental system, competence is something
that grows over time through effort. That
growth of competence over time is the occa-
sion for growing confidence, pride, and in-
terest.

IMPLICATIONS OF
MEANING SYSTEMS

Handling Threats to Competence

We have already seen how the different self-
theories and the meaning systems that grow
up around them affect people’s self-esteem
and performance as they grapple with the
threat of difficult tasks and difficult transi-
tions. Here, we see how these same theories
affect the self-esteem and performance of
people who may be particularly prone to
threat—either because their self-esteem is
based on their academic performance or be-
cause their race or gender makes them the
target of negative stereotypes.

Contingent Self-Esteem

Niiya et al. (2004) studied the impact of fail-
ure (and success) on students’ self-esteem,
with particular attention to students who re-
ported that their self-esteem was highly con-
tingent on their academic performance; that
is, it typically increased when they succeeded
but decreased when they failed. In this study,
Niiya et al. gave college students a Graduate
Record Examination (GRE) test assessing
verbal, quantitative, and analytical reason-
ing skills. They embedded a self-theories ma-
nipulation in the reading comprehension
passages. Half of the students read that in-
telligence is largely hereditary and cannot re-
ally increase. The other half read that intelli-
gence can be substantially increased. After
the test, half of the students received failure
feedback (i.e., that they had scored in the
45th percentile) and half received success
feedback (97th percentile), and all students
filled out a self-esteem scale indicating how
they felt about themselves at that point.
Looking at students whose self-esteem
was highly contingent on their academic
performance, Niiya et al. (2004) found that
those who had received the entity theory
priming showed significantly lower self-
esteem after failure than after success. Their
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fixed intelligence had been measured, and
they felt bad or good about themselves de-
pending on whether it had been measured
unfavorably or favorably. In striking con-
trast, those who had received the incremen-
tal message showed no difference in self-
esteem as a function of the feedback they
had received. Their self-esteem remained rel-
atively high in the face of failure. The idea
that their intelligence was in their control
and could be developed over time protected
them against the threatening message that
failure carried and allowed them to continue
to feel good about themselves.

Looking at students’ emotional reactions
to failure, Niiya et al. (2004) found that
when these highly contingent students had
been primed with an entity theory, their anx-
iety and depression were significantly higher
after failure than after success. This was not
true for those primed with an incremental
theory. Failure did not increase their feelings
of anxiety or depression, presumably be-
cause no permanent verdict about their abil-
ity had been rendered.

Stereotype Threat

Several studies have now shown that an in-
cremental theory can protect students from
the debilitating effects of negative stereo-
types on performance (Steele & Aronson,
1995). As Steele and Aronson point out, the
presence of a negative stereotype about a
group’s ability poses a threat, because it calls
the competence of group members into
question and makes them concerned about
confirming the stereotype of low ability. It
makes sense that some of the sting of that
stereotype would be removed when people
believe that the ability in question is one that
they can develop.

The first study to suggest this was by
Aronson et al. (2002). In this research,
African American and Caucasian college
students were taught different theories of in-
telligence. One group was taught the incre-
mental theory that intelligence was expand-
able, and that every time they learned new
things, their brain formed new connections.
They saw a film on this, they discussed it,
and, in order to stamp in the message, they
went on to mentor a younger student using
the incremental message. Another group was

taught the theory of multiple intelligences,
with the message being not to worry if they
lack intelligence in one area, they may still
have it in another area. They, too, mentored
younger children in terms of this theory.
Finally, a third group was a no-treatment
control.

At the end of the semester, Aronson et al.
(2002) looked at the students’ grade point
averages and assessed both their valuing of
academics and their enjoyment of academic
work. They found that those students who
had received the incremental theory had
earned significantly higher grades than the
students in the other two groups, and that
this difference was even more significant for
the African American students. They also
found that the incremental message led to a
significant increase in students’ valuing of
academics (with these students reporting
that, in the larger scheme of things, their ac-
ademic work was more important to them)
and a significant increase in their enjoyment
of their academic work (e.g., doing home-
work assignments, studying for tests, writing
papers). Interestingly, the African American
students in the incremental theory condition
did not report any less exposure to negative
stereotypes in their academic environment
than the African Americans in other groups.
The incremental theory simply armed them
to deal with these experiences without harm
to their academic attitudes and performance.

This analysis received support from an ex-
perimental study performed by Aronson
(1998), in which he found that information
fostering an entity theory of intelligence be-
fore a difficult test heightened the debilitat-
ing effects of stereotype threat on the perfor-
mance of African American students. In
contrast, information that highlighted an in-
cremental theory wiped out the effects of the
same threat. In this condition, African
American students performed well even
when negative stereotype about their ability
were evoked.

Extending these studies, Good and Dweck
(2004) went on to study the impact of hold-
ing an entity versus incremental theory on
female college students’ sense of belonging
in mathematics (i.e., the feeling that they
were valuable and accepted members
in their math environment). They asked:
Which students would be most susceptible
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to stereotyped messages of lower ability in
females? As they followed female students
through their calculus course, they found
that those who held an entity theory of math
ability and perceived a high degree of stereo-
typing in their environment showed a de-
cline over the course of the semester in their
sense of belonging in math, their confidence
in their math ability, and their enjoyment of
math. This was true despite the fact that
their entering math Scholastic Aptitude Test
scores were as high as those of any of the
other groups.

In contrast, when female students held an
incremental theory, even a high degree of
negative stereotyping in their environment
did not lead them to question their member-
ship in the math community, to lose their
confidence in their math abilities, or to suf-
fer a decline in their interest in math. As in
the Aronson et al. (2002) study, holding an
incremental theory appeared to buffer stu-
dents against the negative effects of stereo-
types. It did not blind them to the fact that
these stereotypes exist, but it allowed them
to function more effectively in the face of
them.

Learning and Self-Regulatory Strategies

Let us now look at how self-theories and the
meaning systems that grow up around them
affect more fine-grained attentional, learn-
ing, and self-regulatory strategies, for it is
through these strategies that they come to
affect performance.

Event-Related Potentials
and Attentional Strategies

The first study we examine (Mangels and
Dweck, see Dweck, Mangels, & Good, 2004)
used ERPs (event-related potentials) to track
people’s attentional strategies as they worked
on a task. On this task, college students, who
wore a cap covered with electrodes, were
asked a series of difficult questions, one at a
time, on the computer. They were given time
to type in their answer, and shortly thereafter
were told whether they were right or wrong
(ability-oriented feedback). Then, a short
time later, they were told the correct answer
(learning-oriented feedback). By tracking
their brain activity during the different stages
of the task, we could tell what their

attentional strategies were and, more specifi-
cally, whether and when they were entering a
state of attentional vigilance to receive their
feedback.

We found that regardless of whether stu-
dents held an entity or an incremental theory
of intelligence, their ERPs showed that they
all entered a state of vigilance to receive the
initial feedback about whether their answer
was right or wrong. This information is im-
portant for entity theorists, who want to val-
idate their ability, but it is also important to
incremental theorists, who put a premium
on learning. However, entity theorists did
not enter a state of vigilance in preparation
for the right answer. Even when their origi-
nal answer was incorrect, they did not mobi-
lize their resources to learn about the correct
answer. Apparently, once they learned
whether they had been right or wrong, their
job was over. This is clearly not a stance that
fosters learning.

In contrast, the incremental theorists en-
tered a state of vigilance to receive the right
answer—whether they had been right or
wrong. They were apparently interested in
seeing and mentally elaborating the correct
answer, even when they had been correct.
Thus, the impact of self-theories can be seen
at the most basic attentional level in the
brain activity that prepares people to learn.

Strategies of Self-Esteem Repair

Much has been written about how people
repair their self-esteem after a threat or a
failure, but most typlcally, it is assumed that
everyone does it in roughly the same way
(Gollwitzer & Wicklund, 1985; Tesser,
2000). For example, Tesser (2000) has
shown that, after a failure, people want to
compare themselves to or associate with
people who are less competent than they are.
Gollwitzer and Wicklund (1985), in their
program of research on symbolic self-
completion, also show the humiliating
lengths to which people will go after a fail-
ure to restore their sense of self.

However, it stands to reason that people
will use different strategies of self-repair
when the self that has been undermined con-
sists of fixed versus expandable qualities.
When the traits are perceived as fixed and,
therefore, there is nothing people can do to
truly enhance them, they have to turn to de-
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fensive strategies: They must expose them-
selves to information, even distorted infor-
mation, that will make them feel good about
themselves again. However, when the trait in
question can be developed, the most sensible
strategy for repairing the failure and the
blow to self-esteem is rededicate oneself to
such development. In this framework, it is
basically a waste of time to artificially prop
yourself up when you could be remedying
the deficit.

In two studies, Nussbaum and Dweck
(2004) showed that students working in en-
tity versus incremental frameworks repair
their self-esteem in very different ways. In
the first study, students first read articles
that primed either an entity or an incremen-
tal theory of intelligence. They then worked
on a very difficult task on which they ini-
tially failed and, before the next trial, were
given the option of examining strategies of
previous students. They could examine strat-
egies of students who had done better than
they had on the task or of students who had
done as poorly or worse than they had done.
To repair their self-esteem, students primed
with an entity theory looked at the strategies
of students who had also done extremely
poorly on the task. However, students
primed with an incremental theory looked at
strategies of students who had done substan-
tially better than they had, presumably in an
effort to remedy their deficit and do better
on the next trial.

In the second study, engineering students
were given a difficult test of engineering
ability, with four subtests. They were given
feedback that they had done well on three
tests and poorly on one. Which did they
want to work further on? Those who had
been primed with an entity theory wanted to
keep on working on the things they were
good at, presumably in order to avoid the
threat to their identity that was posed by the
test on which they failed. Although it seems
counterproductive to avoid the skills one
lacks in the very area that is central to one’s
identity, that is just what the entity theory
encourages as a balm to self-esteem. How-
ever, students who had been primed with an
incremental theory had no such need. They
overwhelmingly chose to go back to the test
they failed, presumably to try to master the
skills they lacked.

Similarly Rhodewalt (1994) has shown

that entity theorist will act to protect their
self-esteem even before failure occurs, by us-
ing self-handicapping strategies. These are
strategies, such as not studying until the last
minute, that make any subsequent failure
less diagnostic of ability. Although it makes
failure more likely, it leaves people the op-
tion of saying, “I could have done well if 1
had studied earlier.” Specifically, Rhodewalt
found that students who believed that ability
was more innately determined and fixed
(and who were more focused on perfor-
mance goals) were more likely to engage in
self-handicapping than students who held an
incremental theory of intelligence (and pur-
sued learning goals). Once again, the fixed
view fosters strategies that are inimical to
learning and oriented more toward self-
esteem protection, whereas the malleable
view fosters strategies that are conducive to
the growth of competence.

Self-Regulatory Strategies

Grant (2004) examined the relation between
students’ goal orientations and their study
strategies in a premed chemistry course, a
course that is of great importance to stu-
dents, since it serves as the gateway to the
premed curriculum. Although she focused
on goals and not self-theories in this study,
she contrasted the two goals that are typi-
cally associated with self-theories: perfor-
mance goals that center on competence vali-
dation versus learning goals that center on
competence acquisition. Grant found that
learning goals predicted knowledge and use
of all the self-regulatory strategies that pre-
dicted success in the course. These included
deep-level study strategies and time manage-
ment, as well as self-regulation of emotion
and motivation. Students with strong learn-
ing goals took responsibility for keeping up
their interest in chemistry, regulating their
level of stress, and maintaining their motiva-
tion to study. They did not leave things to
fixed ability or to chance. Moreover, the use
of such strategies mediated the superior per-
formance of those with strong learning goals
in the course. In contrast, ability-focused
performance goals predicted little knowl-
edge of effective strategies and little use of
them. Although these students fervently
wished to do well in this course, their focus
on ability did not lead them to think in
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terms of the regulatory strategies that would
help them do so.

In summary, a focus on fixed ability leads
to attentional strategies, self-esteem regula-
tion strategies, self-handicapping strategies
(see Rhodewalt & Vohs, Chapter 29, this
volume), and poor knowledge of self-
regulated learning strategies (see Zimmer-
man & Kitsantas, Chapter 27, this volume),
all of which can impede the acquisition of
competence. A focus on malleable ability on
the other hand leads to the self-regulation of
attention, of self-esteem, of motivation, and
of study strategies in ways that enhance the
acquisition of competence.

BEYOND ACADEMIC COMPETENCE:
MEANING SYSTEMS ACROSS
MULTIPLE SKILLS DOMAINS

Most of the work reviewed thus far has
dealt with motivation and competence in
students facing challenging academic tasks.
Although academic competence is of great
interest and importance to many people, the
impact of self-theories and their attendant
meaning systems is not limited to this do-
main. In this section, therefore, we present
work that shows the generality of our con-
ceptualization and its utility for understand-
ing other skills areas.

Computer Skills

In a study that is close to what we have ex-
amined, Martocchio (1994) studied employ-
ees who had enrolled in a computer training
course. Half of them were given instructions
that oriented them toward an entity theory
of computer skills (the idea that learning
computer skills depends on their existing,
underlying ability), whereas the other half
were oriented toward an incremental theory
of ability (the idea that the more you prac-
tice, the more capable you become). As they
learned, trainees in the incremental condi-
tion reported diminished anxiety and a
heightened sense of efficacy, and they dis-
played superior learning. However, as those
in the entity condition learned, their anxiety
remained high and their sense of efficacy ac-
tually diminished. Since the task remained
challenging and mistakes were still made,
their confidence eroded.

Sports

Biddle and his colleagues (Biddle, Wang,
Chatzisaray, & Spray, 2003; Sarrazin et al.,
1996) studied the impact of theories of
sports ability on young people’s motivation
for sports and physical activity. They devised
a questionnaire to assess self-theories, con-
taining questions such as “You have a cer-
tain level of ability in sport and you cannot
really do much to change that level” (entity
belief) and “How good you are at sport will
always improve if you work harder at it”
(incremental belief). Biddle and his col-
leagues found that the incremental theory
was associated with feeling successful when
learning goals were achieved (“when I im-
prove and master new things”) and with
greater enjoyment of sports. In contrast, the
entity theory was linked to feeling successful
when performance goals were achieved
(“when I beat out others”) and to
“amotivation” (the belief that sports is a
waste of time).

Following up on this work, Ommundsen
(2001, 2003) showed that an incremental
theory predicted effective self-regulatory
strategies in sports, such as generalizing ef-
fective strategies across activities, varying
learning strategies when necessary, and be-
ing willing to ask for help when necessary.
Entity beliefs predicted not taking an analyt-
ical stance toward one’s learning strategies,
not asking for help, and giving up when the
activities were difficult. They also predicted
increased levels of anxiety and reduced en-
joyment of physical activity. In addition, as
in the academic domain, the entity beliefs
predicted a tendency to use self-handi-
capping strategies. Thus, in the domain of
sports, self-theories have been linked to
many of the same variables as in the aca-
demic domain: learning versus performance
goals, mastery-oriented versus helpless learn-
ing strategies, and intrinsic motivation ver-
sus amotivation or anxiety.

Organizational Behavior

Wood and his colleagues (Tabernero &
Wood, 1999; Wood & Bandura, 1989;
Wood, Philips, & Tabernero, 2002) have
taken self-theories into the realm of organi-
zational behavior (see also Maurer, Wrenn,
Pierce, Tross, & Collins, 2003), examining
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the acquisition of managerial skills on a
complex task. They have tracked this pro-
cess in people working individually on the
task and people working in groups. In all of
these studies, self-theories of managerial
ability were either measured or experimen-
tally induced. Then, participants worked on
a managerial decision-making task in which
they had to match employee attributes to the
different jobs in the organization and, over
trials, learn how best to guide and motivate
each employee so as to reach the production
quota. To discover the best solutions, they
had to continue testing hypotheses and re-
vising their decisions as a function of the
feedback.

Wood and Bandura (1989) had partici-
pants in their study work individually, and
induced their self-theories by telling them ei-
ther that the required skills reflected their
underlying cognitive capacities (entity induc-
tion) or that the skills were developed
through practice (incremental induction).
Although both groups confronted the task
with a relatively strong sense of managerial
efficacy, the people in the entity group
showed a progressive decrease in self-
efficacy across trials as they continued to try
to meet the challenging production quota. In
addition, they set less and less challenging
goals across trials, became less and less effi-
cient in their use of analytic strategies, and
showed a steady decline in performance.
Those in the incremental group, in contrast,
were able to maintain their sense of efficacy,
became increasingly systematic in use of
strategies, and sustained a high level of orga-
nizational performance.

In the study by Wood et al. (2002, study
2), people’s theories of managerial ability
were assessed and work groups were
formed, consisting of three incremental the-
orist or three entity theorists. The groups,
which had worked together for some weeks,
were given the same managerial decision-
making task described earlier. Although the
two groups started out with similar attribu-
tions, group efficacy, and group goals, they
diverged over the course of the task. The en-
tity groups blamed the task, their ability,
and their luck—all uncontrollable factors—
when they experienced difficulty, whereas
the incremental groups remained committed
to strategy attributions when they encoun-
tered difficulty. The incremental groups also

gained in efficacy over trials compared to
the entity groups, and set higher goals for
themselves than did the entity groups on the
later trials.

The group processes in the two types of
groups were found to differ in important
ways, with members of the incremental
groups being more likely to openly state
their opinions and express disagreements.
They were also, as a group, more focused on
the task and able to use their time more ef-
fectively. This greater focus on the task,
along with the more challenging group goals
and the strategy attributions, mediated the
effects of people’s entity or incremental the-
ories on group performance. Not only did
the incremental groups show superior per-
formance, but this superiority emerged early
and became even more pronounced over
time. Thus, the entity theorists, concerned
about their fixed managerial ability, appear
to have fallen prey to a “groupthink” pro-
cess (Janis, 1972), in which frank discus-
sions are not held and disagreements are not
aired, and in which valuable task time is
wasted in activities that do not further the
goal of reaching the best solution.

In summary, many of the same factors
that mediate the effects of self-theories on
performance in other settings—goals, attri-
butions, and mastery-oriented versus help-
less learning strategies—appear to be at play
in organizational decision making as well.

Social Relationships

A number of studies have now examined the
role of self-theories in social relationships,
both intimate relationships (Knee, 1998;
Knee, Nanayakkara, Vietor, Neighbors, &
Patrick, 2001; Knee, Patrick, Vietor, &
Neighbors, 2004; Ruvolo & Rotondo,
1998) and in peers relationships in children
(Erdley, Cain, Loomis, Dumas-Hines, &
Dweck, 1997) and adults (Beer, 2002). Here,
too, many of the same patterns have been
found, with the goals, attributions, affective
responses, and coping strategies echoing
those found in other areas. We describe the
Beer (2002) studies, since they beautifully il-
lustrate the role of self-theories in moderat-
ing people’s response to threat and speak to
the impact of threat of social competence. In
her studies, Beer measured people’s self-
theories of shyness, with items such as “My
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shyness is something about me that T can’t
change very much” (entity theory) and “I
can change aspects of my shyness if I want
to” (incremental theory). She also had peo-
ple report on their level of shyness by rating
the extent to which they exhibited the physi-
ological (e.g., racing pulse), observable (e.g.,
reduced eye contact), and cognitive-
emotional (feelings of anxiety) components
of shyness. In three studies, Beer found that
holding an incremental versus entity theory
of shyness led to many of the same effects
we have been seeing in other realms and mit-
igated the negative effects of shyness on both
the shy person’s sense of well-being and the
interactions in which the person partici-
pated.

First, Beer (2002) pitted the opportunity
to pursue learning goals (an opportunity to
learn some social skills that might help peo-
ple master their shyness, although they
might appear awkward on the videotape)
against the opportunity to pursue a perfor-
mance goal (the chance to be paired with
people of lesser social ability, so that the shy
person’s social skills would be shown to ad-
vantage). The results showed that shy incre-
mental theorists were indeed more likely
than shy entity theorists to opt for the learn-
ing goals. In line with this approach to chal-
lenge, shy incrementals also reported more
approach tendencies than shy entity theo-
rists (agreeing more that “If the chance
comes to meet new people, I often take it”)
and fewer avoidance tendencies (such as
avoiding social situations, avoiding eye con-
tact, or preventing the conversation from fo-
cusing on them).

Then participants engaged in an actual
dyadic interaction. During this interaction,
they rated themselves over three 5-minute
time periods and were also rated by observ-
ers. In the first S-minute period, entity and
incremental theorists reported similar levels
of avoidant strategies and were rated by ob-
servers as exhibiting similar, high levels of
avoidant behavior. However, clear differ-
ences emerged in the second and third peri-
ods, with shy entity theorists now reporting
and showing significantly higher levels of
avoidant behavior than shy incrementals.
Moreover, although all shy people were per-
ceived by observers as experiencing shyness
and nervousness throughout the entire inter-
action, observers rated shy incrementals as

having fewer undesirable social conse-
quences of their shyness. Specifically, in the
second and third periods, they were rated as
more socially skilled, likeable, and more en-
joyable to be with than their entity theorist
counterparts.

Thus, in this arena as well, people’s self-
theories are linked to other motivational
variables, such as goals (Beer, 2002; Erdley
et al.,, 1997; Knee, 1998), attributions
(Erdley et al., 1997), and mastery-oriented
versus helpless responses to threat (Beer,
2002; Knee et al., 2004), and lead to more
or less favorable outcomes.

SOCIALIZATION OF
MEANING SYSTEMS

Where do self-theories come from? How are
self-theories and their associated meaning
systems socialized? One way is through the
praise and criticism children receive (Kamins
& Dweck, 1999; Mueller & Dweck, 1998).
In a series of studies, we have shown that
feedback that focuses on and judges the
child’s traits (whether in a positive or nega-
tive way) fosters an entity theory and the
whole entity-oriented meaning system,
whereas feedback that focuses on the child’s
process (e.g., effort or strategy) fosters an in-
cremental theory and its meaning system. A
series of six studies by Mueller and Dweck
(1998) reveals this process. In these studies,
late grade-school-age children worked on a
nonverbal IQ test and succeeded on the first
trial. They were then praised. One-third of
the children were praised for their intelli-
gence (“You must be smart at this”), one-
third were praised for their effort (“You
must have worked really hard”), and one-
third were simply praised for their perfor-
mance (“That’s a really good score”). (This
last group typically fell in between the other
two, and we do not focus on it.)

The results showed that the intelligence
praise indeed fostered an entity theory in
children—the idea that their fixed ability
was captured by their performance, whereas
the effort praise fostered a more dynamic,
malleable view of intelligence. Along with
the self-theories came different goals. When
given a choice between pursuing a learning
goal that would challenge and allow them to
grow, and a performance goal that would al-
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low them to look smart, children given the
intelligence praise chose the performance
goal, whereas those given the effort praise
overwhelmingly chose the learning goal.

Although the problems in the first set
were moderately difficult, children next re-
ceived a far more difficult set of problems
and, consequently, received much lower
scores on this trials. What attributions did
they make for their poor score? Those who
had received intelligence praise now made
lack of ability attributions. If success meant
they were smart, then failure meant they
were not. The effort-praised children instead
attributed their failure to lack of effort. If ef-
fort is the way to success, it is also the way
to overcome failure. What happened to chil-
dren’s intrinsic motivation? After the suc-
cess, all groups thought the task was great
fun and interesting, but after the failure, the
intelligence-praised group showed a sharp
decline in intrinsic motivation, whereas the
effort-praised group showed no decline at
all.

Finally, all children were given a third set
of problems, comparable in difficulty to the
first set. How did they do on these? The
intelligence-praised children showed a sig-
nificant decrease in performance from the
first trial to the third, and showed the lowest
performance of the three groups. The effort-
praised children, in contrast, showed a clear
increase in performance, and displayed the
best performance of any group. In short,
praise that judged intelligence and praise
that focused on effort evoked not only dif-
ferent theories of intelligence but also the
meaning systems that surround these self-
theories (e.g., the performance vs. learning
goals and the ability vs. effort attributions),
as well as their characteristic impact of in-
trinsic motivation and performance in the
face of difficulty.

These studies demonstrated the direct
causal effect of different types of praise on
children’s self-theories and the meaning sys-
tems that accompany them. We are also in-
vestigating the real-world parallels. For ex-
ample, we are examining the extent to which
parents who tend to judge their children’s
traits, as opposed to parents who tend to
foster their children’s learning processes, will
have children with entity theories. In a pre-
liminary study (Dweck & Lennon, 2001),
we have seen that students who hold an en-

tity theory of intelligence report more trait
judgments from their parents than do chil-
dren who hold an incremental theory, who
report relatively more process feedback. In
ongoing studies with parents, Eva Pomerantz
and the first author are attempting to deter-
mine whether parents’ beliefs and behaviors
do in fact accord with their children’s re-
ports.

In a relevant study, Grolnick (2001) ex-
amined mothers’ controlling behaviors (e.g.,
giving directives to her child on a task with-
out the child’s requesting them, telling the
child the answers, or writing for the child in-
stead of letting the child do it) as opposed to
their autonomy supportive behaviors (e.g.,
providing feedback or hints when the child
is stuck). The controlling behaviors could be
construed as sending the child an ability
message, whereas helpful hints could be seen
as supporting the child’s own learning pro-
cess. In line with this, in a sample of seventh-
grade children and their mothers, Grolnick
found a correlation of .44 between mothers’
controlling behavior and the children’s en-
tity theories. These intriguing findings sug-
gest that there is much fertile ground yet to
be plowed with respect to these issues.

Moreover, Smiley, Coulson, and Van Ock-
er (2000) have shown in a study of 4-year-
olds and their parents that parents’ theories
of intelligence already predict the achieve-
ment tasks they prefer for their children,
with incremental parents much more
strongly than entity parents preferring chal-
lenging tasks for their child, even if it means
the child might not succeed. Next, incremen-
tal parents are already emphasizing effort, in
that they think effort is the reason children
succeed. In contrast, entity parents are al-
ready emphasizing ability, in that they at-
tribute children’s success to talent, and they
(the mothers) are more interested in know-
ing from teachers how their children com-
pare to other children. And, finally, fathers’
implicit theories are already predicting chil-
dren’s task persistence, with incremental fa-
thers having more persistent children.

Recently, we have lamented the lack of at-
tention to mental representations—to chil-
dren’s beliefs—in the study of social de-
velopment and socialization (Dweck &
London, 2004). Certainly children build up
beliefs about themselves and the world as
they develop, and certainly these beliefs play
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a critical role in their behavior and adjust-
ment. Yet social developmental psycholo-
gists, with the exception of attachment re-
searchers, have paid scant attention to such
beliefs. Given the impact of self-theories, the
study of self-theories and their development
could be a fruitful place to correct this defi-
cit.

ALTERING MEANING SYSTEMS:
SMALL INTERVENTION, BIG CHANGE

One important implication of a meaning sys-
tem approach is that merely altering people’s
self-theories should produce widespread ef-
fects on their meaning systems, and should
lead to changes in learning and achievement.
It is often difficult for people to believe that
simply changing a belief will have much im-
pact given the many things that affect stu-
dents’ learning. However, if this belief is at the
heart of students’ motivation, it can have
more impact than one would expect. We have
already seen how the relatively short inter-
vention by Aronson et al. (2002) that taught
an incremental theory succeeded in changing
students’ valuing of their schoolwork, enjoy-
ment of their schoolwork, and grade point av-
erages. Two other studies, both with junior
high school students, have now yielded simi-
larly encouraging findings.

In one, by Blackwell et al. (2003, study 2),
seventh graders were given an eight-session
workshop. All of the students in the work-
shop were given lessons on study skills, the
danger of negative labels, and a variety of
useful skills and ideas. Half of the children
were also taught an incremental theory of
intelligence and how to apply it to their
schoolwork. As in the Aronson et al. (2002)
study, students were taught that the brain
grows new connections every time they learn
and that, in this sense, they are in charge of
how smart they become. Students’ math
grades were monitored over the course of
the semester and, at the end of the semester,
teacher reports on the students in the work-
shop were solicited.

First, after this relatively short interven-
tion, students in the incremental interven-
tion earned significantly higher math grades
than children in the other workshop. Sec-
ond, the teachers, who had no idea which
group the different children were in, singled

out significantly more of the children in the
incremental group as showing positive moti-
vational change. Moreover, what the teach-
ers reported about these students was pre-
cisely in line with our meaning system
analysis. Teachers pinpointed changes in the
valuing of learning and improvement, and in
the belief in effort, the very factors that were
found to lead to enhanced achievement in
the studies described at the outset (e.g.,
Blackwell et al., 2003, study 1).

In another study with junior high school
students, Good et al. (2003) taught students
an incremental theory of intelligence as part
of a course in computer skills. As part of the
course, students were mentored by college
students, who delivered the incremental
message and helped them design a Web page
that conveyed the incremental message. The
message was reinforced throughout the year
through e-mail correspondence between the
mentors and the students. The control group
also received a constructive message (an
antidrug message) and engaged in similar ac-
tivities with respect to this message. At the
end of the year, the groups were compared
on their performance on standardized, state-
wide reading and math achievement tests.
The incremental group showed significantly
higher performance than the control group
on both tests. Another interesting result
emerged. Although the incremental interven-
tion was beneficial to all, it was particularly
beneficial to females in math. Although
there was a gender gap in math achievement
in the control group, this gap virtually dis-
appeared in the incremental group. Once
again, the incremental theory seems to have
helped students combat stereotypes.

Thus, in three studies, a relatively modest
intervention yielded encouraging changes.
The Blackwell et al. (2003) study suggests
that these changes came about by boosting
students valuing of learning and improve-
ment, and their belief in the efficacy of their
efforts.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

We have seen that self-theories form the core
of meaning systems, attracting goals and be-
liefs (attributions, effort beliefs) that work in
concert to produce patterns of behavior and
outcomes across important realms: school,
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work, sports, and relationships. An entity
theory creates a meaning system focused on
the goal of measuring and validating compe-
tence, and is thus associated with ability-
oriented performance goals, ability attribu-
tions for setbacks, and the belief that effort
indicates low ability. These goals and beliefs
lead, in turn, to helpless or defensive reac-
tions to difficulty and to lowered self-
esteem, intrinsic motivation, and learning in
the face of difficulty. An incremental theory,
in contrast, creates a meaning system built
around the acquisition of competence and is
thus linked to learning goals, effort and
strategy attributions for setbacks, and the
belief that effort increases ability. These
goals and beliefs then promote mastery-
oriented strategies in the face of challenge,
which lead to enhanced self-esteem, intrinsic
motivation, and learning. We have also seen
that changing people’s self-theories can lead
to a cascade of changes in their motivation,
behavior, and outcomes. Thus, the self-
theories provide powerful frames for situa-
tions, ones that influence what people try to
accomplish in those situations, how they go
about it, and how successful they are likely
to be.

The fact that self-theories can be induced
experimentally and altered through inter-
ventions suggests a dynamic view of these
theory-based motivational systems. Al-
though, as noted at the outset, self-theories
can be relatively stable over long periods of
time (e.g., Robins and Pals, 2002), they are
knowledge structures and, as such, their ac-
cessibility can be changed by powerful situa-
tions and interventions. The malleability of
the self-theories also suggests that people
may be familiar with both theories and can
apply either one to a task or domain when
faced with potent cues. This dynamic view
may provide a window into how personality
often operates: People may have relatively
stable tendencies based on their more
chronic beliefs and goals, but they are at-
tuned to cues from the environment that
shape the beliefs and goals they will apply to
a given situation (cf. Grant & Dweck, 1999;
Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Mischel & Shoda,
1995; see Hong & Chiu, 2001; Chiu &
Hong, Chapter 26, this volume, for a discus-
sion of how a similar analysis can be applied
to cultural differences and similarities).

This view, as noted earlier, can also link

the study of motivation and competence to
the literature on coping, since coping styles,
it is clear, can grow from self-theories. In-
deed, interventions to aid coping would
profit from altering the theories from which
maladaptive coping may arise rather than
simply attempting to alter the strategies di-
rectly. For example, rather than trying to
discourage the avoidant or defensive coping
we have seen in entity theorists and teaching
more direct, problem-focused coping, one
might, in conjunction with this, encourage a
more incremental theory in the relevant do-
mains.

In the same vein, this approach may hold
promise of giving insight into emotion and
emotion regulation. As we saw, different
emotions seem to arise more readily within
particular meaning systems (see Lewis &
Sullivan, Chapter 11, this volume). For ex-
ample, anxiety seems to arise more quickly
and subside more slowly within the entity-
based system, whereas interest and enjoy-
ment seem to be hardier and longer lasting
within the incremental system. As we also
saw, people appear to be using different self-
regulatory strategies to deal with their nega-
tive emotions, for example, following blows
to their self-esteem. Although the idea of
cognitive appraisal processes leading to
emotions has received much attention (e.g.,
Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), less attention
has been paid to the meaning systems that
may facilitate these emotions and that may,
in addition, affect their regulation (but see
Park & Folkman, 1997). This would be a
fascinating line of future research, and one
that would strengthen the much-needed link
between the study of emotion and the study
of motivation.

In conclusion, the study of self-theories
has shed light on the ways in which people
strive for competence and the degree to
which they attain it across a variety of do-
mains. The study of self-theories also holds
promise for linking the study of motivation
and competence to other key areas of psy-
chology.
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NOTES

1. An elegant set of new studies by Cury, Elliot,
Da Fonseca, and Moller (2004) lends support
to our analysis. In their first study, Cury et al.
showed that theories of intelligence predicted
adolescents’ math grades, and that this was
mediated through students’ achievement goals.
In their second study, they showed that manip-
ulating adolescents’ theories of intelligence af-
fected their IQ scores, through their achieve-
ment goals and mastery-oriented strategies.

2. Robins and Pals (2002) also measured affec-
tive responses to failure (which were not as-
sessed in the previous studies), and found that,
even equating for grades, incremental theo-
rists more often felt determined and enthusias-
tic, whereas entity theorists more often felt
distressed or ashamed.

3. Trzesniewski and Robins (2003) also mea-
sured self-esteem. They found that the same
meaning system that predicted change in math
grades predicted change in self-esteem, and
that the change in self-esteem mediated the
change in grades.
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EVALUATION ANXIETY

CHAPTER 9

™R

Evaluation Anxiety

Current Theory and Research

MOSHE ZEIDNER
GERALD MATTHEWS

he second part of the 20th century has
Tbeen variously designated as the “age of
stress,” or “age of anxiety.” While stress and
anxiety are universal human experiences, in-
trinsic to the human condition, the nature of
the specific environmental stimuli evoking
stress and anxiety emotions has changed re-
markably over the years. Whereas in ancient
times it may have been natural catastrophes,
wild beasts, hostilities among rival tribes or
clans, and the like, that served as major
sources of apprehension and anxiety, in our
modern technological and achievement-ori-
ented society, stress and anxiety are fre-
quently evoked by evaluative environmental
situations and events. The various forms of
evaluation anxiety (e.g., test anxiety, math
anxiety, sports anxiety, social anxiety) share
the prospect of personal evaluation in real or
imagined social situations, particularly when
a person perceives a low likelihood of ob-
taining satisfactory evaluations from others
(Leitenberg, 1990). All types are quite com-
mon, with prevalence estimates in adults
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ranging from 20-50% for math and com-
puter anxiety (e.g., Bozionelos, 2001) to
60% or more for social anxiety (Crozier &
Alden, 2001). Evaluation anxiety has fre-
quently been linked to performance decre-
ments in real-world situations such as test
taking.

We demonstrate in this chapter that al-
though the different forms are distinguished
by the antecedent conditions and contexts
evoking the anxiety (e.g., tests, computers,
athletic contests, social situations), they have
important structural similarities, and are
governed by similar cognitive and motiva-
tional processes. Transactional and interac-
tional models of stress and anxiety (Endler
& Parker, 1992; Lazarus, 1999) view anxi-
ety as being cognitively mediated, emphasiz-
ing the role of cognitive appraisals and cop-
ing processes in mediating the effects of
evaluation stress on anxiety reactions. Such
models also assume that situation-specific
forms of anxiety and their behavioral
concomitants are determined by the recipro-
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cal interaction of personal traits and the
characteristics of situations. State anxiety
will be experienced in an evaluation situa-
tion when there is a congruency or fit be-
tween the nature of a person’s vulnerability
(i.e., high evaluative trait anxiety) and the
nature of the situation (evaluation/ego-
threatening). The differential hypothesis of
the interactional model (cf. Endler & Parker,
1992) claims that individuals high on evalu-
ation anxiety will show a higher increase in
state anxiety than subjects low on evalua-
tion anxiety, primarily in a social evaluation
situation (as opposed to, say, a physical
threat). Thus, theory must capture how sta-
ble individual differences in cognitive struc-
tures moderate the processing of situational
demands, threats, and affordances to gener-
ate variability in emotional and behavioral
response.

We note briefly that experience of eval-
uative anxiety is also near-universal across
people differing in age, gender, and culture.
A meta-analysis of test anxiety data from 14
national sites (Seipp & Schwarzer, 1996)
showed that although mean test anxiety
levels varied somewhat across cultures,
test anxiety was a prevalent and relatively
homogenous cross-cultural phenomenon.
Women tend to report higher levels of test,
math, and computer anxiety than men, but
the gender difference often does not trans-
late into objective performance differences
(Cassady & Johnson, 2002; Zeidner, 1998).
Gender differences are attributable to differ-
ential exposure and learning experiences
(Rosen & Maguire, 1990). Appraisal pro-
cesses may also be important: Males may be
more likely than females to be socialized to
perceive a test situation as a personal chal-
lenge rather than as a threat (Cassady &
Johnson, 2002).

We begin this chapter with an introduc-
tory overview of some different forms of
evaluation anxiety: test anxiety, math and
computer anxiety, social anxiety, and sports
anxiety. Next, we describe some features of
anxiety that appear to generalize across the
different forms, including the state—trait dis-
tinction and different facets of the anxiety
response. In the section that follows, we re-
view empirical studies of evaluative anxiety
and performance. Finally, we examine more
theoretically driven studies that seek to un-
cover cognitive and motivational bases for
performance impairment. These studies in-

clude both those that follow the traditional
cognitive-psychological approach of dis-
criminating “stages” of processing that are
especially sensitive to anxiety, as well as
studies that adopt a self-regulative perspec-
tive, aiming to link processing impairments
to the person’s strategies and goals for man-
aging evaluative threats.

BASIC ISSUES
AND CONCEPTUALIZATIONS
OF EVALUATION ANXIETY

Test Anxiety

The term “test anxiety” refers to the set of
phenomenological, physiological, and be-
havioral responses that accompany concern
about possible negative consequences or
poor performance on an exam or similar
evaluative situation (Zeidner, 1998). Test
anxious behavior is typically evoked when a
person believes that his or her intellectual,
motivational, and social capabilities are
taxed or exceeded by demands stemming
from the test situation. Test anxiety figures
prominently in the literature as one of the
key villains in the ongoing drama surround-
ing psychoeducational testing (Zeidner,
1990). Thus, test anxiety is frequently cited
among the factors at play in determining a
wide array of unfavorable outcomes and
contingencies, including poor cognitive per-
formance, scholastic underachievement,
and psychological distress and ill health
(Hembree, 1988; Zeidner, 1990). Indeed,
many students are competent enough to do
well on exams but perform poorly because
of their debilitating levels of anxiety. Conse-
quently, test anxiety may limit educational
or vocational development, as test scores
and grades influence entrance to many edu-
cational training programs in modern soci-
ety.

Test anxiety has taken on a variety of dif-
ferent meanings throughout its relative-
ly brief history as a scientific construct
(Zeidner, 1998). In the early days of re-
search, the construct was defined in motiva-
tional terms, either as drive level, goal
interruption, or need to avoid failure. Sub-
sequently, it was conceptualized as a rela-
tively stable personality disposition linked to
cognitive—attentional phenomena. Accord-
ingly, the highly anxious person is one who
attends excessively to evaluative cues con-
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cerning personal competence, and to feelings
of physiological arousal. Test anxiety may
also be a concomitant of self-handicapping
employed to preserve one’s self-merit in the
face of potential failure. Cybernetic self-reg-
ulative models have seen test anxiety as re-
sulting from a conflict between competing
reference values.

Recent theorizing (Zeidner, 1998) empha-
sizes the distinction between test anxiety as
an attribute of the person, and as a dy-
namic process. From the first perspective,
dispositional test anxiety may be construed
as a contextualized personality trait.! Ac-
cordingly, test anxiety refers to the individ-
ual’s disposition to react with extensive
worry, intrusive thoughts, mental disorgani-
zation, tension, and physiological arousal
when exposed to evaluative contexts or situ-
ations (Spielberger, Anton, & Bedell, 1976).
The more transient state expressions of anx-
iety may be assessed separately from the
more stable trait. From the second, process-
oriented perspective, test anxiety depends on
the reciprocal interaction of a number of dis-
tinct elements at play in the ongoing stress-
ful encounter between a person and an
evaluative situation (Zeidner, 1998). These
elements include the evaluative context, in-
dividual differences in vulnerability (trait
anxiety), threat perceptions, appraisals and
reappraisals, state anxiety, coping patterns,
and adaptive outcomes. Events that elicit
test anxiety consist of a number of distinct
temporal phases, including preparation,
confrontation, anticipation, and resolution
(Carver & Scheier, 1989; Zeidner, 1998).
Accordingly, threat appraisals, state anxiety
levels, and levels of task performance may
change at different stages.

Math and Computer Anxiety

Both math and computer anxieties are con-
ceptually related to test anxiety through a
common theme of concerns about evalua-
tion (e.g., Rosen & Maguire, 1990). Math
anxiety is defined by feelings of tension,
helplessness, mental disorganization, and as-
sociated bodily symptoms that are evoked in
mathematical problem-solving situations
(Ashcraft, 2002; Richardson & Woolfolk,
1980). Math anxiety is claimed to interfere
with the manipulation of numbers and the
solving of complex mathematical problems
in a wide variety of ordinary life and aca-

demic situations. Statistics anxiety, referring
to the feeling of anxiety encountered when
taking a statistics course or doing statistical
analysis, has frequently been construed as a
subset of math anxiety (cf. Zeidner, 1991).
Math anxiety, coupled with objective cogni-
tive difficulties experienced in learning
math, may lead people to reject goals for
which studying math is instrumental, such
as scientific career choices.

Computer anxiety (sometimes termed
“computerphobia,”  “technophobia,” or
“cyberphobia”) may be decomposed into (1)
anxiety about present or future interactions
with computers or computer-related tech-
nologies; (2) specific negative cognitions or
self-critical internal dialogues when interact-
ing with the computer, or when contemplat-
ing future computer interaction; and (3) neg-
ative global attitudes about computers, their
operation, or their societal impact (Weil,
Rosen, & Wugalter, 1990). Effects of com-
puter anxiety on utilization of computer-
based technology may incur serious eco-
nomic costs estimated at the level of billions
of dollars per year (Bozionelos, 2001).

Math and computer anxiety may relate
not only to the obvious stimulus attributes
of math/numbers and computers but also to
deeper personal concerns. Math anxiety fo-
cuses not only on the evaluative nature of
math tests but also concerns mathematical
content, its distinctive features as an intellec-
tual activity, and its meanings for many
persons in our society (Richardson &
Woolfolk, 1980). Similarly, computer anxi-
ety is evoked by the consideration of the
broader implications of computer use for
perception of the self, society, and culture
(Worthington & Zhao, 1999). Computer-
anxious persons may also suffer from a
more generalized “technophobia,” which it-
self is evident before adulthood (Weil et al.,
1990).

Social Anxiety

Social anxiety refers to feelings of apprehen-
sion, self-consciousness, and emotional dis-
tress that are triggered in anticipated or so-
cial situations (Crozier & Alden, 2001).
Social anxiety may occur in response to im-
mediate, “real” social encounters in which
the individual is presently engaged (e.g.,
meeting new people, performing before an
audience, making a date) or to “imagined”
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encounters in which the individual contem-
plates an upcoming social interaction. Mod-
erate social anxiety may have an adaptive
function in that a realistic and proportionate
concern about others’ opinions and evalua-
tions can inhibit behavior that is socially un-
acceptable. However, high levels of anxiety
are liable to interfere with social competence
and may be a concomitant of clinical condi-
tions such as social phobia.

There is uncertainty over the centrality of
evaluative concerns to social anxiety. Some
authors (e.g., Leitenberg, 1990) explicitly
define social anxiety in social-evaluative
terms. From this perspective, the essence of
social anxiety is that the person is motivated
to make a favorable impression on others
but fears that he or she will be found to be
deficient or inadequate by others and will
therefore be rejected (Leary, 2001). Socially
anxious persons are typically self-devaluing
of themselves and worry often quite unreal-
istically about appearing physically unat-
tractive, foolish, or boring. By contrast, Cro-
zier and Alden (2001) indicate that some
forms of social anxiety, such as fear of
strangers, are not evaluative in nature. Psy-
chometric studies have found distinct traits
related to anxieties concerning evaluation,
separation from significant others, and self-
disclosure (Endler et al., 2002). In this chap-
ter, we focus on those aspects of social anxi-
ety that relate to concerns about personal
social competence, although the role of
evaluative concerns in research studies is not
always clear.

The literature differentiates various affec-
tive constructs that are closely related to so-
cial anxiety, including speech anxiety, audi-
ence anxiety, stage fright, dating anxiety,
shyness, shame, communication apprehen-
sion, social embarrassment, and so on (e.g.,
Bippus & Daly, 1999). Although these con-
structs are conceptually distinct from one
another, social anxiety is seen as a central el-
ement of each one: For example, Bruch
(2001, p. 197) defines “dispositional shy-
ness” as “anxious preoccupation and behav-
ioral inhibition in various contexts due to
the prospect of interpersonal evaluation.”
Schlenker and Leary (1982) differentiated
between “interaction anxiety” and “audi-
ence anxiety” as two broad classes of social
anxiety. On the one hand, shyness and dat-
ing anxiety occur in contingent interactions,

in which people must be continually respon-
sive to the actions of others. On the other
hand, stage fright and speech anxiety occur
in noncontingent interactions, in which peo-
ple are performing some preplanned mate-
rial before others. Shyness and embarrass-
ment may relate to separate types of social
interaction anxiety (Schlenker & Leary,
1982). Accordingly, shyness characterizes a
person who desires to make a favorable im-
pression on others but expects to fall short
in impressing others. Embarrassment, by
contrast, is said to occur when something
actually happens that repudiates the in-
tended impression management.

A number of alternative theoretical per-
spectives on social anxiety have been pro-
posed over the years (see Crozier & Alden,
2001; Schlenker & Leary, 1982). The indi-
vidual differences perspective sees social
anxiety as a personality trait emerging from
the interaction between biological and envi-
ronmental factors, whereas the learning per-
spective attributes anxiety to the pairing of
neutral stimuli (public presentation, asking a
person out for a date, oral exam, etc.) with
aversive social consequences (e.g., rejection,
ridicule, criticism). The self-presentational
perspective maintains that people are typi-
cally motivated to make a positive impres-
sion on a relevant audience. Socially anxious
individuals perceive a discrepancy between
their relatively high social standards and
their actual levels of social performances or
expected outcomes. An alternative, but com-
plementary perspective, the skills deficit per-
spective, assumes that anxiety experienced
in social situations is due to an inadequate
or inappropriate repertoire of social skills.
The cognitive self-evaluation model views
social anxiety as resulting from the individ-
ual’s often unrealistic perception of personal
inadequacies, such as social incompetence.
Finally, the self-handicapping perspective
claims that people strateglcally use their
anxiety as a handicap in order to reduce
people’s expectations of them and provide
an explanation for failure, which will pro-
tect them from negative self-evaluation.

Sports Anxiety

The sports environment has a number of ad-
vantages for the scientific study of the ante-
cedents, phenomenology, and consequences
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of evaluative anxiety within a meaningful
real-life context. Various sources of threat
reside in the competitive sports situation, in-
cluding the possibility of both short-term
and permanent physical injury, but perhaps
the most salient sources of perceived threat
are psychological in nature (see Woodman
& Hardy, 2001, for a review). These include
the possibility of failure and of disapproval
by significant others who are evaluating the
athlete’s performance in relation to some
standard of excellence, including coaches,
teammates, other competitors, and specta-
tors. As with other forms of evaluative anxi-
ety, sports anxiety reflects the interaction of
personal vulnerability and the potentially
stressful evaluative situation. High levels of
anxiety in a particular sports context may
affect a variety of important outcomes, in-
cluding the athlete’s level of performance,
degree of enjoyment of and satisfaction with
the competitive situation, interactions with
opponents, teammates, coaches, officials,
and injury proneness, as well as monetary
gain.

The Uniformity Myth

One of the most difficult problems for the
field is gauging the degree of similarity be-
tween the different anxieties. A minimalist
approach would focus on the positive corre-
lations between scales for the different forms
of anxiety, and on their substantial correla-
tions with broad personality traits such as
anxiety or neuroticism. The bulk of studies
have not been overly concerned with the is-
sue of discriminant validity of the evaluative
anxiety traits as predictors of performance
outcomes with general personality traits
controlled. Possibly, neuroticism, trait anxi-
ety or negative affectivity provide a common
element to the specialized anxiety traits (cf.
Matthews, Deary, & Whiteman, 2003).
However, test anxiety scales tend to be more
predictive of reduced performance than gen-
eral anxiety scales (Gaudry & Spielberger,
1971), and a few studies (e.g., Ferrando,
Varea, & Lorenzo, 1999) have shown dis-
criminant validity for test anxiety measures
with related general personality traits con-
trolled. Although scales for math, computer,
and test anxiety, for example, are positively
correlated, the correlations are too low for
the constructs to be considered interchange-

able (e.g., Dew, Galassi, & Galassi, 1984).
Similarly, test and social anxiety correlate at
about .30 (Mueller & Thompson, 1984).

A general difficulty is that current re-
search is only as good as the particular tests
and operationalizations that have been used.
There is a lack of multivariate research es-
tablishing the latent generic and context-
specific traits to which the various anxiety
scales may relate. However, research so far
suggests that each anxiety trait may be a
rather heterogeneous category. In the do-
main of test anxiety research, Zeidner
(1998) has sketched some distinct yet poten-
tially overlapping categories of subjects with
test anxiety, which we present informally for
illustrative purposes.

1. Examinees with deficient study and
test-taking skills. One type of test-anxious
student is characterized by a major defi-
ciency in study and test-taking skills (Naveh-
Benjamin, 1991). Their poor exam perfor-
mance results from deficits that include
problems in acquisition (encoding), organi-
zation-rehearsal (study skills), and retrieval—
application during a test.

2. Examinees experiencing anxiety block-
age and retrieval problems. A second type
of test-anxious student includes those who
have efficient study skills but suffer from
anxiety blockage and, consequently, have
problems retrieving information during the
exam (Covington, 1992). These anxious stu-
dents study effectively but cannot handle the
stresses and pressures of evaluative situa-
tions.

3. Failure-accepting examinees. These stu-
dents are characterized by a personal history
of repeated test failures. They come to ac-
cept low ability as the primary explanation
of their failures. As a consequence, they be-
come accepting of failure, exhibiting apathy,
resignation and a sense of defeat, not unlike
those reactions traditionally associated with
learned helplessness.

4. Failure-avoiding examinees. Failure-
avoiding students are those driven to achieve
primarily as a means of protecting them-
selves against beliefs that they lack ability.
For these students, effort is truly a “double-
edged sword” (Covington, 1992). They may
strive for success through meticulous prepa-
ration, yet failure despite high efforts in-
creases the probability that their ability will
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be considered low, thus inducing anxiety re-
actions.

5. Self-handicappers.  Self-handicapping
students avoid diagnostic information about
intellectual tasks by reducing effort or
avoiding the test situation. Accordingly, if a
low score is obtained, the student can rely
on the debilitating effects of anxiety as an
excuse to escape responsibility for actions,
thus reducing otherwise burdensome expec-
tations others hold for that person.

6. Perfectionistic overstrivers. Overstriving
high-test-anxious perfectionists are charac-
terized by high personal standards of aca-
demic success, perception of high or even ex-
aggerated expectations, perceived doubt
regarding quality of academic performance,
and a need for order and organization in
their academic work (Covington, 1992). No
effort is ever sufficient as the perfectionistic
examinee seeks approval and acceptance,
and tries to avoid errors and failure through
an endless cycle of self-defeating over-
striving.

Thus, discussions of evaluative anxiety in
the literature are commonly guilty of a “uni-
formity myth,” conveying the impression
that evaluative anxiety is a rather homoge-
neous category. In fact, as Zeidner’s tenta-
tive typology of test-anxious students dem-
onstrates, test anxiety has a variety of
sources and, similarly, its behavioral conse-
quences vary with contextual and personal
factors. Other forms of evaluative anxiety
may be similarly multifaceted. For example,
the socially anxious person may respond ei-
ther with behavioral withdrawal, or alterna-
tively, affiliative behaviors such as seeking
reassurance from others: Affect and behav-
ior are only loosely coupled (Leary, 2001).
Theoretical accounts must identify common
elements, while leaving room for these indi-
vidual differences.

CRITICAL FACETS
AND COMPONENTS
OF EVALUATION ANXIETY

The anxiety construct was dramatically ad-
vanced by a number of important concep-
tual distinctions. First, the interactionist
perspective distinguishes anxiety as a per-
sonality #rait from anxiety as a transient

state, influenced by the situation, as well as
by dispositional characteristics (Spielberger
et al., 1976). Second, Liebert and Morris
(1967) advanced the critical differentiation
between a cognitive (worry) and an affective
(emotionality) component. This distinction
proved to be instrumental in shifting
evaluative anxiety theory and research to-
ward a more cognitive orientation. Current
anxiety research often finds it useful to fur-
ther distinguish a bebavioral facet (deficient
study skills, procrastination, avoidance be-
haviors, etc.), from cognitive (worry, irrele-
vant thinking, etc.), and affective—physiolog-
ical facets (tension, bodily reaction,
perceived arousal) of evaluative anxiety. In
this section, we discuss the applicability of
these distinctions across the different forms
of evaluative anxiety.

Trait versus State Anxiety

Test anxiety is conceptualized as a
contextualized form of trait anxiety that in-
teracts with situational evaluative threat to
provoke state anxiety (Spielberger et al.,
1976; Zohar & Brandt, 2002). Similarly,
trait math anxiety reflects relatively stable
individual differences in the tendency to per-
ceive situations involving the manipulation
of numbers, and the use of mathematical
concepts and data as threatening or harmful.
Persons high in trait math anxiety respond
to these situations with elevations in state
anxiety, involving both heightened emotion
and interfering worry responses (Anton &
Klisch, 1995). Likewise, state computer anx-
iety is aroused by specific objects (personal
computer) or situations (computer error),
and individuals high in trait computer anxi-
ety are especially vulnerable to state anxiety
responses (Gaudron & Vignoli, 2002).
“Trait sports anxiety” is defined as a rela-
tively stable disposition to view sports com-
petition situations as threatening and to re-
spond with elevated cognitive and/or
somatic state anxiety in actual competition
(Hanton, Mellalieu, & Hall, 2002). Crozier
and Alden (2001) identify unfamiliar social
situations, power and status differences, and
large numbers of people as situational fac-
tors that elicit state anxiety in those individ-
uals high in trait social anxiety—although
some forms of social anxiety may be
nonevaluative in nature.
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Facets of Anxiety:
Cognition, Emotion, and Behavior

Liebert and Morris (1967) viewed “worry”
primarily as cognitive concern about the
consequences of failure, whereas “emotion-
ality” was defined as consisting of percep-
tions of autonomic reactions evoked by
evaluative stress. At the state level, worry re-
fers to intrusive, self-evaluative cognitions,
whereas emotion is experienced as nervous-
ness and tension, along with bodily distur-
bances such as racing heart and gastric dis-
comfort. Liebert and Morris demonstrated
that the two components are empirically dis-
tinct, though correlated, and that worry re-
lates more strongly to performance decre-
ments than does emotionality. On the basis
of extensive research evidence, Irwin
Sarason and his coworkers (e.g., Sarason,
Sarason, & Pierce, 1990, 1995) demon-
strated that, in evaluative situations, high
test-anxious examinees are indeed more self-
centered and self-critical than those who are
low in test anxiety, and are also more likely
to emit personalized, derogatory responses
during testing that interfere with their task
performance. The distinction between affec-
tive and cognitive components of the anxiety
state has also been applied to computer anx-
iety (Mclnerney, Marsh, & Mclnerney,
1999), social anxiety (Sarason et al., 1990)
and sports anxiety (Dunn, Dunn, Wilson, &
Syrotuik, 2000). Emotion and cognitive
facets are sometimes further subdivided.
Sarason et al. (1995) describe two “emo-
tion” factors for trait test anxiety—tension
and bodily symptoms, along with two cog-
nitive factors—worry and test-irrelevant
thinking. MclInerney et al. (1999) found four
similar factors for computer anxiety, based
on factor and content analyses of interview
data.

Avoidance of the feared situation or stim-
ulus is a common theme across the various
types of evaluative anxiety, together with
loss of motivation to perform (e.g., Han-
cock, 2001). Elliot (e.g., 1999) distinguishes
approach and avoidance motivations in per-
formance settings. His research shows that
state test anxiety appears to relate to perfor-
mance-avoidance goals (i.e., avoidance of in-
competence with reference to some norm)
but not to approach-related goals. However,
behavioral expressions of avoidance show

some specificity to different sources of anxi-
ety. For example, the test-anxious student
may specifically avoid study or learning situ-
ations. By contrast, in social anxiety, the in-
strumental (or action) component refers to
awkwardness, reticence, inhibition of ges-
tures and speech, and the disorganization or
absence of social behavior.

Sports anxiety has both cognitive and af-
fective components, which may interact in
affecting performance (Dunn et al., 2000;
Woodman & Hardy, 2001). Cognitive ex-
pressions of anxiety in sports situations in-
clude attentional deficits, such as distrac-
tion, negative self-statements, and mental
disorganization. The physiological manifes-
tations of anxiety, such as autonomic ner-
vous system arousal designed to prepare the
body for fight or flight, are not very condu-
cive to maximal athletic performance—ex-
cept for those tasks that require a burst of
adrenalized energy (e.g., weightlifting and
sprinting). Much recent work distinguishes
between cognitive anxiety, somatic anxiety,
and confidence as key aspects of state, mea-
sured by the Competitive State Anxiety In-
ventory—2 (CSAI-2; Martens et al., 1990),
with high cognitive anxiety and low confi-
dence predicted to be the strongest predic-
tors of performance impairment.

ANXIETY AND COMPETENCE

In this section, we review studies of eval-
uative anxiety and competence from an em-
pirical standpoint, focusing on the modera-
tor factors that influence the direction and
magnitude of the associations. Although
anxiety is predominantly harmful to task
performance, it may sometimes have a posi-
tive effect: Alpert and Haber (1960) differ-
entiated between facilitating and debilitating
anxiety. One of the factors that may espe-
cially tip the scales toward debilitating ef-
fects is the presence of worry, because of its
tendency to produce distracting cognitive in-
terference. The nature of the task may also
play an important moderating role. Gen-
erally, evaluative anxiety is more detrimental
to attentionally demanding tasks, and may
even facilitate performance on easy tasks
(Zeidner, 1998). There may also be more
subtle effects related to the qualitative na-
ture of the task.



148 II. CENTRAL CONSTRUCTS

Test Anxiety

Hundreds of studies have investigated the
complex pattern of relations between anxi-
ety and different kinds of performance (see
Zeidner, 1998, for a full review). Test anxi-
ety has been found to interfere with cogni-
tive performance both in laboratory settings
and in true-to-life testing situations in school
or collegiate settings (e.g., Zeidner, Kling-
man, & Papko, 1988; Zeidner & Nevo,
1992). Processing deficits that relate to test
anxiety including general impairments of at-
tention and working memory, together with
more subtle performance changes, such as
failure to organize semantic information ef-
fectively. The performance-avoidance goals
associated with test anxiety have also been
linked to loss of intrinsic motivation (Elliot,
1999).

Studies also identify moderator variables
that accentuate or reduce deficits in perfor-
mance. For example, negative feedback ap-
pears to be especially detrimental to test-
anxious subjects, whereas providing reassur-
ance and social support may eliminate the
deficit. However, there have been sufficient
instances of nonconfirmation of predicted
deficits to suggest that high anxiety does not
automatically generate lower achievement
outcomes.

A meta-analytic study (Hembree, 1988),
based on 562 North American studies, dem-
onstrated that test anxiety correlated nega-
tively, though modestly, with a wide array of
conventional measures of school achieve-
ment and ability at both high school and
college levels. Data collected on students
from upper elementary school level through
high school show that test anxiety scores
were significantly related to grades in vari-
ous subjects, although the correlation was
typically about -.2. Cognitive measures (i.e.,
aptitude and achievement measures com-
bined) correlated more strongly with the
worry than emotionality component of test
anxiety (r = —=.31 vs. —.15). Similarly, worry
was slightly more strongly correlated with
course grades than emotionality (r = —.26 vs.
—.19). Higher effects sizes were reported for
low- than for high-ability students and for
tasks perceived as difficult than those per-
ceived as being easy. Furthermore, test anxi-
ety correlated inversely with performance
on laboratory cognitive tasks such as

problem solving (r = —.20) and memory (r =
-.28). Another meta-analysis (Ackerman &
Heggestad, 1997) showed a mean r of —.33
between test anxiety and general intelligence
test performance. Test anxiety was also cor-
related in the -.20-.30 range with other
broad intellectual abilities, including fluid
and crystallized intelligence, learning and
memory, visual perception, and math ability.

The nature of the anxiety—performance re-
lationship is best viewed as reciprocal in na-
ture (Zeidner, 1998). Thus, high levels of
test anxiety produce certain aversive pat-
terns of motivation, coping, and task strate-
gies that interfere with learning and per-
formance. The result is that performance
suffers, thus leading to further anxiety over
time, and generating a vicious circle of in-
creasing anxiety and degrading performance
(Wells & Matthews, 1994). Future research
would profit from employing nonrecursive
process models in order to better capture the
dynamic and cyclical nature of the anxiety—
competence relationship.

Math and Computer Anxiety

Probably the most reliable estimate of the
strength of the math anxiety—performance
relationship is provided by a meta-analytic
study (Schwarzer, Seipp, & Schwarzer,
1989) based on 28 studies published from
1975 to 1986 (total N of 9,140). The popu-
lation estimate, from 47 effect sizes (correla-
tion coefficients), was » = —.23. Contrary to
prior research on test anxiety, the worry
component (r = —.20) was not found to be a
significantly better predictor of poor math
performance than the emotionality compo-
nent (r =—.19). Overall, the relation between
math anxiety and performance appears to be
very much like the relation between test anx-
iety and performance—a low-to-moderate
but not overwhelmingly strong one.

The little amount of data that is currently
available suggests that computer anxiety
bears a negative impact on competence in
using computers. Heinssen, Glass, and
Knight (1987) reported that computer anxi-
ety was related to lower expectations and
poorer performance during computer inter-
action, possibly mediated by attention to
bodily sensations and debilitating thoughts.
As for test anxiety, the detrimental effects of
math and computer anxieties are typically
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attributed to cognitive interference associ-
ated with loss of working memory capacity
(Ashcraft & Kirk, 2001) or negative self-
evaluations and off-task thoughts (Smith &
Caputi, 2001). Math anxiety may lower
math performance, because paying attention
to intrusive thoughts during testing acts like
a secondary task, distracting attention from
the math task (Ashcraft, 2002). However,
we cannot assume that a direct causal effect
of state anxiety on performance is the only
factor contributing to correlations between
trait anxiety and performance. Trait anxiety
may also signal lack of interest, preparation,
and experience.

Social Anxiety

Anxiety may play as important a role in the
social realm as in the domain of intellectual
or sports performance. For example, social
anxiety relates to various difficulties in occu-
pational adjustment (Bruch, Fallon, &
Heimberg, 2003). However, a major prob-
lem is that the criteria for adequate perfor-
mance in social settings are less clear than is
the case for other forms of evaluation anxi-
ety. In spite of the criterion problem, various
relationships between self-reports of social
anxiety and deficits in social behaviors or
skills have been documented in the litera-
ture. Scores on social anxiety measures tend
to correlate with peer rating of social skills
and with observational behavioral measures
(Arkowitz, Lichtenstein, McGovern, &
Hines, 1975). Specific deficits described by
Bruch (2001) include inaccurate decoding of
nonverbal cues and difficulties in communi-
cation, such as lack of fluency and expres-
siveness in conversational speech. In addi-
tion, in a recent longitudinal study, Strahan
(2003) found that detrimental effects of so-
cial anxiety may predict (self-reported) skill
deficits relating to effective verbal discourse,
self-presentation, and decoding nonverbal
information, but not measures of academic
performance such as grade point average
(GPA).

Task-irrelevant thinking appears to play
a detrimental role in social behavior, much
as it does in test-taking situations (Sarason
et al., 1990). As with other forms of
evaluative anxiety, social anxiety may im-
pair social performance via diversion of
limited attentional resources to self-related

processing. Excessive self-focusing may be
especially problematlc since competence in
social settings is linked to attending to
other people in the environment. Bruch
(2001) claims that at least some social
skills deficits may reflect inadequate skills
learning rather than disruption of perfor-
mance by states of cognitive interference.
Overall, however, the relationship between
self-reported levels of social anxiety and
measures of social competence is not as
well understood as in the cases of other
forms of evaluative anxiety.

Sports Anxiety

Traditionally, sports psychologists conceptu-
alized anxiety in terms of arousal, said to be
related to performance by an inverted-U
curve. It was assumed that both under- and
overarousal were detrimental to perfor-
mance, with a lower optimal level of arousal
for more difficult tasks, so that anxiety
should be especially damaging to sports re-
quiring complex skills (Tenenbaum & Bar-
Eli, 1995). Inverted-U relationships between
anxiety and sports performance are occa-
sionally reported, but, in general, studies of
psychomotor performance fail to support
the validity of the inverted-U hypothesis
(Neiss, 1988).Contemporary studies are
more likely to adopt a multidimensional
view of anxiety. Kleine’s (1990) meta-
analysis of the anxiety—performance rela-
tionship in sports included 50 studies pub-
lished from 1970 to 1988. On the basis of
77 independent effect sizes (total N = 589),
the population effect size was estimated at 7
= -.19, converging with prior meta-analytic
results on test and math anxiety. Separate ef-
fect sizes calculated for the emotionality and
worry components of sports anxiety yielded
estimates of —.08 and -.33, respectively, un-
derscoring the overall importance of the
cognitive component. Craft, Magyar, Becker,
and Feltz’s (2003) meta-analysis focused on
29 studies (N = 2,905) that used the Mar-
tens et al. (1990) CSAI-2 scale. Mean effect
sizes for cognitive anxiety, somatic anxiety,
and confidence were .01, —.03, and .25, re-
spectively. The failure to find the predicted
negative correlation between cognitive anxi-
ety and performance is surprising. It may be
a product of psychometric deficiencies in the
scale, discussed by Craft et al. (2003), or
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worry may be less damaging in the sports
context than in other evaluative settings.
Other research has built upon Alpert and
Haber’s (1960) distinction between debili-
tating and facilitating anxiety. Many athletes
perform best when experiencing very high
levels of anxiety, whereas others perform op-
timally at lower levels of anxiety. Based on
work with Soviet athletes, Hanin (see Raglin
& Hanin, 2000) found that each athlete has
an optimal anxiety level prior to competi-
tion, which may be low, moderate, or high,
depending on the individual. Thus, a moder-
ate level of precompetition anxiety can actu-
ally worsen rather than optimize the perfor-
mance of some athletes. In fact, anxiety may
have different consequences for different
athletes: Superior performers may be better
at interpreting their anxiety state as being
facilitative to performance than nonelite per-
formers (Jones, Hanston, & Swain, 1993).
In the next section, we discuss recent work
that explores why anxiety may be facilitative
to some athletes but debilitating to others.

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES:
COGNITION, MOTIVATION,
AND SELF-REGULATION

We have seen that cognition and motivation
are central to most contemporary theories of
evaluation anxiety and competence. Table
9.1 lists some of the dominant theoretical
approaches in work on evaluation anxiety.
Although there are numerous theories of the
various types of anxiety, we aim here to pick
out those ideas that have been most influen-
tial. Most of these theories have some de-
monstrable validity as a basis for predicting
correlates of anxiety, including loss of com-
petence. Indeed, different mechanisms for
anxiety may be interrelated; for example, a
skills deficit might lead to avoidance motiva-
tion (or vice versa). However, it is often dif-
ficult to see how these differing theoretical
insights might be integrated into some over-
arching conceptual framework. Further-
more, especially in recent theorizing, the
causal status of anxiety is ambiguous. For

TABLE 9.1. Some Focal Theoretical Concepts in Evaluation Anxiety Research

Theory

Central assumptions

Status

Drive/arousal

Negative self-
beliefs and self-
preoccupation

Skills deficit

Avoidance
motivation

Metacognition

Self-regulative
strategies

Maladaptive
stress processes

Excessive drive or arousal leads to
potentially debilitating levels of
emotion.

Explicit and implicit negative self-
beliefs generate worry, negative
emotion and avoidance goals.

Anxiety reflects inadequate learning
of performance skills that leads to
failure to accomplish tasks.

Anxiety is linked to motives to
avoid the feared situation.

Behavioral consequences of anxiety
reflect meaning attributed to
anxiety.

Anxiety is a concomitant of
strategies for dealing with
discrepancy between preferred and
actual self-status.

Anxiety is a concomitant of
generally maladaptive appraisal and
coping in evaluatively demanding
situations.

Out of favor due to failure to
differentiate emotionality and
worry

A central element of most theories
of evaluative anxiety

Prominent in contemporary
accounts of both test and social
anxiety

Prominent in contemporary
accounts of both test and social
anxiety

Best known from sports anxiety
but of general relevance

Specific strategies of interest,
including self-handicapping,
procrastination, and some forms of
social impression management

Consistent with contemporary
stress research; developed mainly in
the context of test anxiety
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example, we could see anxiety as a cause of
self-protective coping strategies, such as self-
handicapping and procrastination, or as a
consequence of use of these strategies, given
that they are likely to be ineffective in deal-
ing with evaluative threats, or as linked to
coping through some more complex causal
network.

Thus, in providing a theoretical overview,
it is useful to distinguish two complemen-
tary perspectives that may put together some
of the theoretical pieces. Performance deficit
theories are concerned with the processes
that mediate the detrimental effects of anxi-
ety. Such theories typically have an “open-
loop” quality, in that they describe how in-
dividual differences in cognition and motiva-
tion feed forward into loss of competence in
evaluative settings. By contrast, self-regula-
tive theories are concerned with the dynamic
interplay between personal characteristics
and external demands over periods of time
ranging from minutes to years. These theo-
ries also assume that cognitions and motiva-
tions control situational competence, but
they are also concerned with how feedback
from these encounters reshapes cognition
and motivation over time. In this section, we
first outline theories that seek to identify the
cognitive-motivational sources and conse-
quences of anxiety. Next, we seek to place
anxiety—performance associations within a
wider account of self-regulation in threaten-
ing environments. The self-regulative frame-
work addresses the dynamic interplay be-
tween environmental stressors and the
cognitions that support attempts at coping
with those stressors. A key process operating
over extended time periods is the acquisition
of skills for coping with the demands of
evaluative situations, a process that depends
not just on effective attention but also
on motivation and engagement with learn-
ing. The dynamic perspective is required to
understand the reciprocal nature of the
anxiety—performance relationship (Zeidner,
1998).

Performance-Deficit Theories

Theories that focus on performance deficits
have two essential aspects. The first aspect
concerns the sources of anxiety in evaluative
situations. What are the personal character-
istics that lead to elevated or reduced levels

of the various facets of anxiety? Data in Ta-
ble 9.1 suggest that these may include
negative content of self-referent cognitions,
such as low self-esteem and underestimation
of personal competence, skill deficits, and
potentially dysfunctional processes, such as
appraising evaluative situations as threaten-
ing, and coping through rumination or self-
deprecation. Data in Table 9.1 also discrimi-
nate strategic styles that may promote anxi-
ety, such as use of self-handicapping as a
means of maintaining self-worth. The sec-
ond aspect concerns the consequences of
anxiety for competence. In contemporary
theory, anxiety is seen as a proxy for con-
comitant cognitive and motivational pro-
cesses that directly influence performance.
We may be able to discriminate key elemen-
tary processing components that contribute
to performance in evaluative settings, and
mediate effects of anxiety. Next, we discuss,
first, evidence on cognitive-motivational an-
tecedents of anxiety, and, second, evidence
on the key processes that mediate anxiety ef-
fects on performance.

Antecedents of Evaluation Anxiety

Research identifies a number of common an-
tecedent correlates of the various forms of
evaluation anxiety. Thus, perceptions, ap-
praisals, and expectancies tend to be power-
ful predictors across various forms of anxi-
ety, with those individuals with lower
expectancies of performance and greater
perceived importance tending to be more
anxious (Matthews, Schwean, Campbell,
Saklofske, & Mohamed, 2000). Further-
more, low personal ability, self-efficacy, and
self-confidence are among the best personal
predictors of anxiety in a variety of do-
mains. These cognitive antecedents of anxi-
ety may overlap with motivational anteced-
ents, such as adoption of performance-
avoidance goals that focus on avoiding per-
formance failure (Elliot, 1999). A meta-ana-
lytic study of 36 different studies reported a
substantial inverse mean population effect
size (r = —.42) between self-esteem and test
anxiety (Hembree, 1988; cf. Zeidner &
Schleyer, 1999). Test anxiety and self-esteem
are expected to be mutually intertwined and
reciprocally impact upon each other during
the course of development and behavior in
evaluative situations (Zeidner, 1998). In-
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deed, both positive self-concept and high
self-esteem are related to higher academic
ability and attainment, whereas negative be-
liefs about the self are associated with lower
ability, scholastic underachievement, and
failure (Covington, 1992). Test anxiety re-
lates to a range of failure outcome apprais-
als, suggesting that anxiety relates to fairly
broad social-evaluative concerns (Hagtvet,
Man, & Sharma, 2001).

There is also abundant evidence showing
that socially anxious persons have a low
self-concept and lack social self-esteem, per-
haps because they feel tense and awkward
with others, or because they feel inhibited
and uncomfortable socially. The highly so-
cially anxious individual appears to have a
stable set of self-devaluing cognitions readily
elicited in social-evaluation situations that
degrade social performance (Sarason et al.,
1990). In sports anxiety, low basic self-es-
teem also relates to higher levels of cognitive
anxiety, lower levels of self-confidence,
and maladaptive perfectionism (Koivula,
Hassmen, & Fallby, 2002). Self-esteem, as a
global sense of self-worth, should be distin-
guished from self-efficacy and outcome ex-
pectancies. Whereas efficacy expectancy is
the conviction that one can execute behavior
required to produce an outcome, outcome
expectancy refers to a person’s estimate that
a given behavior will lead to certain out-
comes. In general, self-efficacy is more
strongly related to successful performance
than is self-esteem (Caprara & Cervone,
2000). In educational contexts, academic
self-efficacy measures are more predictive of
performance than closely related constructs,
including outcome expectancies, positive
self-concept (similar to self-esteem), and per-
ceived control (Zimmerman, 2000). Effects
of self-efficacy may be mediated by motiva-
tional variables such as activity choice and
persistence, together with more effective
study skills.

It is no surprise that both self-efficacy and
outcome expectancies have been conceptual-
ized as key precursors of test anxiety. Using
data generated through testing via the
Internet on a sample of 1,413 respondents, a
moderate correlation of r = —.40 was ob-
served between test anxiety and self-efficacy
(Schwarzer, Mueller, & Greenglass, 1999).
Furthermore, data collected in Germany in
nine different studies showed correlations

ranging from —.30 to —.66 between self-effi-
cacy and anxiety (Schwarzer & Jerusalem,
1992). Smith, Arnkoff, and Wright (1990)
demonstrated that self-efficacy for test suc-
cess contributed to the prediction of test
anxiety, above and beyond the contribution
of cognitive interference and poor study
skills, in a sample of 178 college students.
Likewise, a number of studies (e.g., Betz &
Hackett, 1983) indicated that perceived
math-related efficacy was a stronger predic-
tor of college students’ math anxiety relative
to even prior achievement test scores in
mathematics. In a study among 111 volun-
teers (Coffin & Maclntyre, 1999), computer
anxiety correlated negatively with attitudes
(r = =.71), computer self-efficacy (r = -.70),
experience (r = —.53), control beliefs (r =
-.52), and expectancy for success (r = —.60).
Low self-efficacy relates also to social anxi-
ety (Leary, 2001) and to sports anxiety
(Gaudreau & Blondin, 2002).

Optimism—pessimism is a personality trait
that refers to generalized individual differ-
ences in outcome expectancy. Test-anxious
individuals have been conceptualized as pes-
simists with respect to test outcomes, that is,
those whose expectations for successful test
outcomes are not very favorable (Carver &
Scheier, 1989). Meta-analytic work by
Hembree (1988) suggests that the expecta-
tions of high-test-anxious students for suc-
cess on the exam were more pessimistic, by
the order of half a standard deviation, than
their low-anxious counterparts. Compara-
bly, Kleijn, Van der Ploeg, and Topman
(1994) reported strong inverse correlations
between optimism and both the worry (r =
-.51) and emotionality (r = —.44) measures
of test anxiety in a sample of 129 first-year
students in the medical sciences.

Anxiety and Deficits in Competence:
Mediating Processes

There is a large literature on test anxiety as a
predictor of information processing in labo-
ratory studies that overlaps with studies of
general anxiety (see Zeidner, 1998, for a re-
view). Zeidner classifies the information-
processing components sensitive to test anxi-
ety as relating to input (encoding and acqui-
sition of information), central processing
(e.g., memory, language processing, concep-
tual organization, judgement, and decision
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making), and output (e.g., information re-
trieval, response selection and execution).
Deficits related to test anxiety have been
identified at various stages of processing,
suggesting some general impairment in at-
tention and/or working memory. As previ-
ously discussed, these various performance
deficits are often attributed to high levels of
worry and cognitive interference (Cassady
& Johnson, 2002; Sarason et al., 19935), or
to loss of functional working memory
(Ashcraft & Kirk, 2001). Cognitive interfer-
ence has also been implicated in detrimental
effects of computer anxiety (Rosen &
Maguire, 1990), social anxiety (Sarason et
al., 1990), and sports anxiety (Smith, 1996).

The “classic” test anxiety research of au-
thors such as Sarason and Spielberger fo-
cused on general deficits in performance at-
tributed to cognitive interference and loss of
functional resources for processing. More
recently, work focuses on cognitive bias, us-
ing paradigms, such as the emotional
Stroop, that demonstrate bias in selective at-
tention to threat (Matthews et al., 2003).
Vasey, El-Hag, and Daleiden (1996) tested
for attentional bias in 20 high- and 20 low-
test-anxious sixth and eighth graders, using
a task in which visual attention was indexed
by latency for probes presented following
neutral and threatening words. High-test-
anxious children tended to allocate attention
toward the threat stimuli. Biases related to
test anxiety have been found at later stages
of processing also. In several studies, Calvo
(e.g., Calvo, Eysenck & Castillo, 1997) has
shown that when subjects read ambiguous
sentences, high-test-anxious persons show a
bias toward inferring threatening meanings.
Careful analyses of the time course of read-
ing suggest that bias in inference operates
relatively late in processing, following lexi-
cal access. Biasing effects of anxiety on
memory are generally less robust than those
for selective attention. However, Ingram,
Kendall, Smith, Donnell, and Ronan (1987)
demonstrated that high test anxiety facili-
tated incidental recall for threat-related trait
adjectives. In a recent study of math anxiety,
Hopko, McNeil, Gleason, and Rabalais
(2002) failed to demonstrate any bias associ-
ated with a “Stroop” test that required nam-
ing the ink color of math-related words. The
study did show that math-anxious under-
graduates were impaired on a Stroop-like

task that required counting of numerals
printed on cards. Bias in math anxiety may
be expressed in attention to the structure of
numerical stimuli, rather than to words.

Emotional Stroop effects in social anxiety
have been replicated several times, although
these studies typically use social anxiety pa-
tients, rather than nonclinical samples.
Typically, social anxiety slows speed of
color-naming words such as boring, foolish,
and inferior (see Roth, Fresco, & Heimberg,
in press, for a review). Bias has also been
demonstrated using other techniques for
studying selective attention, and for lexical
processes such as interpreting ambiguous
homographs. Social anxiety also tends to en-
hance access to negative material in memory
(Roth et al., in press; Wells & Matthews,
1994).

Both cognitive interference and cognitive
bias appear to be pervasive in evaluative
anxiety, influencing various stages of infor-
mation processing. In general, these mecha-
nisms appear to operate much as they do in
general anxiety, although evidence is rather
lacking on cognitive bias and evaluative
anxiety (with the exception of social anxi-
ety). Eysenck’s (1992) hypervigilance theory
plausibly suggests that anxiety leads to scan-
ning of the environment for threat (generat-
ing distractibility and attentional impair-
ment), followed by focusing of attention on
sources of threat (generating attentional
bias). In addition, performance deficits may
also be a consequence of poor skills acquisi-
tion. For example, deleterious effects of test
anxiety may reflect not only cognitive inter-
ference but also deficits in study habits and
test-taking skills (Naveh-Benjamin, 1991;
Zeidner, 1998). Similarly, socially anxious
individuals display objective skills deficits,
such as difficulties in decoding the meanings
of social interaction and in maintaining eye
contact (see Bruch, 2001, for a review).
However, objective skills deficits may not be
directly related to subjective appraisals of
competence, as elaborated next.

Self-Regulative Theory
of Evaluation Anxiety

Deficit theories of anxiety and competence
are limited by their neglect of the interplay
between the person’s handling of environ-
mental threats and their dispositional vul-
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nerability. Next, we discuss the dynamic
interaction between person and situational
demands, with reference to the S-REF (self-
referent executive function) theory of emo-
tional distress (Matthews & Wells, 1999;
Wells & Matthews, 1994; Wells &
Matthews, in press). The theory builds on
earlier work on transactional stress pro-
cesses (Lazarus, 1999) and cybernetic mod-
els of self-regulation (Carver & Scheier,
1989), to specify how anxiety and worry are
generated by executive processing of self-ref-
erent information. This processing is shaped
by declarative and procedural self-knowl-
edge held in long-term memory. Disposi-
tional or trait influences on anxiety are con-
trolled by individual differences in the
content of self-knowledge (Matthews et al.,
2000), consistent with evidence previously
reviewed.

Figure 9.1 shows the application of the
model to test anxiety (Matthews, Hillyard,
& Campbell, 1999; Wells & Matthews,
1994). Self-referent processing is generated
initially by intrusions of threatening
cognitions or images generated by external
stimuli or internal cycles of processing:
the case of test anxiety, thoughts of fallure.

The intrusions activate executive processing
that seeks to initiate appropriate coping.
Choice of a coping strategy is influenced by
retrieval from long-term memory of self-ref-
erent knowledge and schematic plans for ac-
tion. In the short term, acute distress and
worry are generated by accessing negative
self-beliefs, that one lacks personal compe-
tence, for example and by choosing coun-
terproductlve coping strategies, such as self-
blame and avoidance, that focus attention
on personal shortcomings. Of special impor-
tance are metacognitive beliefs that maintain
negative self-referent thinking, for example,
that it is important to monitor one’s worries
(Wells, 2000). In the longer term, distress
may be maintained by dysfunctional styles
of person-situation interaction. The well-ad-
justed person modifies self-knowledge to ac-
commodate reality and learning of more ef-
fective coping strategies, such as resolving to
study harder after a poor examination per-
formance. However, perseverative worry ap-
pears to strengthen and elaborate negative
self-beliefs, such as being unable to cope
with examinations. In addition, avoidant
coping strategies lead to lack of exposure to
situations that might enhance task-relevant

Self-knowledge

* negative self-beliefs

e dysfunctional plans for processing E
* avoidant motivations
Longer term
Maintenance and elaboration feadbaik
of maladaptive self-knowledge
Execulivg proceg_sing . State anxiety
Situational ) * Appraisal of ailing immediate test »|  Acute worry,
threat M * Negative future consequences = distress, and
(evaluation) ¢ Metacognitions: heightened attention | cognitive
to worry and self-refernt thoughts interference
» e Coping through emotion-focus
] Awareness
Failure to meet Negative short-term of state
personal goals feedback disturbance
for changing
the situation | Mmaladaptive interaction with the situation
¢ performance failure
* negative feedback from others —

¢ hypervigilance for threat
* avoidance, leading to skill degradation

FIGURE 9.1. A prototypical self-regulative model for evaluation anxiety.
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skills. The test-anxious person may be reluc-
tant to study, because the study situation fo-
cuses attention on the feared event.

The extension of the model to the various
forms of evaluative anxiety is straightfor-
ward. In each case, dysfunctional self-beliefs
about the context concerned (tests, sports,
etc.) generate maladaptive self-focused at-
tention that interferes with immediate per-
formance and also blocks longer term skills
acquisition. The case of social anxiety has
been elaborated by Clark and Wells (1995)
in a clinical context. Social anxiety is charac-
terized by excessive concerns about present-
ing a favorable impression to others. Thus,
on entering feared social situations, the per-
son builds a representation of how he or she
appears to others that exaggerates visible
anxiety symptoms, such as blushing and
other signs of social incompetence. In addi-
tion to acute anxiety, coping with self-repre-
sentation generates dysfunctional cycles of
social behavior. The person may avoid social
interaction as much as possible, preventing
him or her from enhancing his or her social
skills, and from gaining confidence from
easily managed encounters.

The S-REF model predicts that evaluative
anxiety should relate not only to the content
of cognition, in the form of negative self-
knowledge, but also to bias in self-regulative
processing and the patterns of person-situa-
tion interaction that follow from these bi-
ases. Next, we review evidence on associa-
tions between anxiety and (1) dysfunctional
self-referent executive processing, such as
maladaptive metacognitions and coping,
and (2) maladaptive dynamic interaction
with the external environment, operating
over longer durations.

Coping and Metacognition

Zeidner’s (1998) review of coping and test
anxiety concludes that text anxiety relates to
higher emotion focus (e.g., trying to control
anxiety symptoms) and avoidance (e.g., try-
ing not to think of the test), but to lower
task focus (e.g., focusing effort on task per-
formance). Emotion-focused coping and
avoidance both appear to predict state anxi-
ety in evaluative situations. Perhaps surpris-
ingly, task-focused coping also relates to
higher pretest anxiety (Bolger, 1990): Exam
preparations may inevitably lead to elevated

anxiety. It is often difficult to categorize cop-
ing strategies as exclusively adaptive or
maladaptive, but task-focused coping tends
to lead to higher grades than avoidance, al-
though the data are mixed (Zeidner, 1998).

Matthews et al. (1999) investigated rela-
tionships between coping, metacognition,
and test anxiety in a sample of students pre-
paring for an examination. Trait test anxiety
was independently related to a maladaptive
coping factor, defined by a preference for
self-critical, emotion-focused, and avoidant
strategies in place of task-focused coping,
and to metacognitive tendencies, such as
preoccupation with worries and concerns
about the uncontrollability of thoughts.
Data on subjective states experienced during
the exam showed that dispositional mal-
adaptive coping predicted situational cop-
ing, higher perceived workload, low confi-
dence, and emotional distress. Conversely,
excessive metacognition was the strongest
predictor of cognitive interference. The role
of metacognition is consistent with the view
that test-anxious individuals are highly self-
focused; that is, they direct attention inward
toward their thoughts and feelings about the
test (Carver & Scheier, 1989). Kurosawa
and Harackiewicz (1995) found that cogni-
tive interference impaired performance of
test-anxious students mainly when self-fo-
cused attention was induced experimentally
(e.g., through being videotaped).

Most accounts of social anxiety and shy-
ness (e.g., Leary, 2001) emphasize the pre-
dominance of avoidance coping, although
anxious persons may also use strategies of
blaming themselves and others. Not surpris-
ingly, those high in social anxiety find it dif-
ficult to cope by seeking social support, an
association that may be mediated by per-
ceptions of low interpersonal competence
(Jackson, Fritch, Nagasaka, & Gunderson,
2002). As with test anxiety, socially anxious
persons may be negatively self-absorbed
during their social interactions, and this neg-
ative self-focus may detrimentally affect
their performances (Spurr & Stopa, 2002).
However, public self-consciousness (aware-
ness of the self as a social object) correlates
strongly with social anxiety, especially with
worry, whereas private self-consciousness
(awareness of thoughts and feelings) appears
to be minimally related to social anxiety
(Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1992).
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Test anxiety may also motivate coping
through self-handicapping behaviors, that is
reducing effort, so that the person can at-
tribute failure to lack of effort rather than
lack of personal ability (Covington, 1992).
Self-handicappers make more use of with-
drawal coping strategies and tend to possess
poorer study skills, which leads in turn to
poor academic performance (Zuckerman,
Kieffer & Knee, 1998). In this longitudinal
study, self-handicapping was ineffective, in
that it led to poorer adjustment and self-es-
teem over time, which in turn fed back into
increased self-handicapping. Similarly, in so-
cial anxiety, when a person is frozen in a
self-focused and uncomfortable state in
which he or she is unable to create a favor-
able image, the person may begin to use so-
cial anxiety or shyness as an excuse (Snyder
& Smith, 1986). Self-handicapping should
be distinguished from defensive pessimism,
in which the person lowers expectations to
reduce the likelihood of later disappoint-
ment but remains motivated and engaged
with the task. By contrast with true pessi-
mism, defensive pessimism may lead to ele-
vated anxiety but no performance deficit
(Wilson, Raglin, & Pritchard, 2002).

A somewhat different perspective is of-
fered from studies of sports anxiety. Some
features of these studies correspond to
modal evaluative anxiety findings. For ex-
ample, coping through disengagement is as-
sociated with high levels of cognitive anxiety
(Gaudreau & Blondin, 2002); high levels of
cognitive interference are frequently detri-
mental to performance (Smith, 1996), and
vigilance for threat-relevant information re-
lates to higher levels of anxiety (Krohne &
Hindel, 1988). However, much recent work
on assessment of sports anxiety has required
respondents not only to rate intensity of
symptoms but also to provide a rating of
whether each symptom is believed to be det-
rimental or facilitative to performance
(Hanton et al., 2002). In other words, the
athletes rate their metacognitions of anxiety.
Although empirical findings are somewhat
varied, the results of the Butt, Weinberg, and
Horn (2003) study of field hockey perfor-
mance are fairly typical. Intensity of cogni-
tive anxiety (worry), and perceptions that
both somatic and cognitive anxiety were
debilitative, independently predicted poorer

performance. However, high levels of cogni-
tive anxiety were associated with a greater
tendency to rate anxiety as being
debilitative. The moderating effect of meta-
cognition may have a motivational basis.
Hatzigeorgiadis and Biddle (2001) showed
that among volleyball players, performance
worries related to increases in effort for ath-
letes holding higher goal-attainment expec-
tancies but decreases in effort for those hold-
ing lower goal-attainment expectancies.
Thus, high levels of worry often lead perfor-
mance decrements but do not necessarily do
so, depending on how worry is interpreted
and channeled into greater or lesser task-di-
rected effort.

Dynamic Aspects
of Maladaptive Self-Regulation

The S-REF model describes several dynamic
processes that maintain dysfunctional levels
of distress over time (Wells & Matthews,
1994). These processes may be internalized,
such as perseverative worry driven by
metacognitions that maintain the focus of
attention on self-referent thoughts. They
also refer to ongoing interaction with the
outside world. In the case of evaluative anxi-
ety, a common theme is concern about per-
formance competencies and skills that must
be learned over extended periods of time. It
is uncertain whether evaluative anxiety re-
lates simply to perceptions of lack of skill or
to actual skill deficits. A dynamic perspec-
tive suggests how perceptions and actuality
may be related.

Behavioral avoidance, generated in part
by performance-avoidance goals (Elliot,
1999), plays a key role in maintenance of
evaluative anxiety and concomitant skill
degradation. Test anxiety leads to procrasti-
nation, motivated by the aversiveness of the
test material or fear of failure on the test
(e.g., Ferrari & Tice, 2000). Procrastination,
such as failure to complete homework as-
signments or study for the test, leads to fail-
ure to acquire the knowledge required. In
turn, this lack of preparation leads to poor
performance and anxiety in the test situation
(cf., Naveh-Benjamin, 1991), increasing sub-
sequent test anxiety and avoidance of study.
A similar cycle may link self-handicapping
to deteriorating adjustment and perfor-
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mance (Zuckerman et al., 1998). Similarly,
mathematics anxiety and avoidance tend to
have a circular relationship: Math anxiety
leads to avoidance of math; avoidance leads
to greater anxiety because of poor prepara-
tion, thus leading to further avoidance, and
so on (Richardson & Woolfolk, 1980). Simi-
larly, the cognitive biases of the socially anx-
ious person, such as expectancies of social
failure, promote avoidance of interaction
with others, generating a vicious cycle that
prevents acquisition of social skills (Clark &
Wells, 1995; Roth et al., in press). Thus,
lack of actual competence expressed in skills
deficits and irrational subjective biases in
cognition that exaggerate personal incompe-
tence may feed off each other over time.

TOWARD AN INTEGRATED THEORY
OF EVALUATION ANXIETY
AND COMPETENCE

The evidence shows that there is no single
cognitive process that generates evaluation
anxiety and performance impairment. In-
stead, evaluation anxiety is distributed
across various stages of processing and rep-
resentations of self-knowledge (Matthews et
al., 2000). Although the sources of threat
differ across the different types of anxiety,
the key processes show considerable com-
monality, along with a few differences, such
as the special role of public self-conscious-
ness in social anxiety and the ability of some
elite athletes to use worry as an effective mo-
tivator. The traditional view of evaluation
anxiety as generating performance decre-
ments via cognitive interference and worry
contains some truth but is oversimplified.
The impact of worry is moderated by factors
such as self-focus of attention (Kurosawa &
Harackiewicz, 1995), and, at least in sports,
by metacognitions of whether worry is
facilitative or debilitating (Butt et al., 2003),
and outcome expectancies (Hatzigeorgiadis
& Biddle, 2001). A more sophisticated un-
derstanding of cognitive interference re-
quires its effects to be placed within a moti-
vational context. Very often, cognitive
interference appears to be accompanied by
loss of task motivation and dysfunctional
coping that directs attention away from task
processing, but some individuals appear to

be able to process worries so as to maintain
motivation and task-directed attention.

The self-regulative model potentially of-
fers the most complete account of the detri-
mental effects of anxiety. The source of anx-
iety is dysfunctional self-knowledge (both
declarative and procedural), but its expres-
sion as maladaptive situational coping, and
its perpetuation over time, require the dy-
namic perspective of the transactional model
of stress and emotion (Lazarus, 1999;
Matthews et al., 2000). The actions of the
anxious person, such as behavioral avoid-
ance and self-denigration to others, lead to
environmental exposures that confirm nega-
tive cognitive biases, and block adaptive
skill learning and restructuring of self-
knowledge. Among the various conse-
quences of these processes are the disrup-
tions in information processing seen in acute
states of anxiety and worry. Self-referent
processing driven by metacognitive goals ini-
tiates dysfunctional coping strategies (emo-
tion focus, avoidance, self-handicapping)
that draw attentional resources, working
memory, and effort away from the task at
hand, leading to impairments if the task is
demanding. Vigilant monitoring for poten-
tial threats leads to potentially distracting
attentional biases: Although such biases are
often seen as “automatic,” evidence shows
that they are typically sensitive to contextual
factors, implying strategic influence (Mat-
thews & Wells, 1999). The dynamic per-
spective also suggests that performance defi-
cits may reflect not only acute cognitive
interference but also actual skills deficits re-
sulting from avoidance coping. The self-reg-
ulative model also highlights the interplay
among motivation, cognition, and emotion
in anxiety. Effects of anxiety on behavior are
the product of not only disruptive thoughts
and feelings but also the anxious person’s
goals for coping with perceived evaluative
threats.

A final comment is that self-regulative
models allow an appropriate balance to be
found between typical and atypical aspects
of evaluative anxiety. The prototypical
model shown in Figure 9.1 explains the
short- and long-term detrimental effects of
evaluative anxiety—effects that are common
but not universal. We can also describe
other, more adaptive modes of self-regula-
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tion seen in states of anxiety, such as defen-
sive pessimism and the use of anxiety to
drive compensatory effort. Specification of
different contents of self-knowledge in Fig-
ure 9.1, such as beliefs in the efficacy of
task-directed effort, feed into individual dif-
ferences in executive processing and ad-
aptive outcomes. Finally, the model also
supports idiographic clinical case conceptu-
alizations (Wells, 2000) that describe the
specific cognitions and situational triggers
for the individual anxiety patient. Thus, dy-
namic self-regulative models may be vari-
ously applied to the prototypical, debilitat-
ing anxiety state, to the role of moderator
factors that influence the motivational
concomitants of anxiety, and to individual
cases of anxiety.

CONCLUSIONS

In this chapter, we describe a number of
types of evaluative anxiety that are distin-
guished by the stimulus properties of situa-
tions considered personally threatening. In
addition to the generic threat of negative
evaluation, the various types also involve
anxiety about the specific content under
consideration (i.e., manipulation of num-
bers, computer technology, athletic perfor-
mance, and social interaction). Evaluative
anxieties are quite prevalent in contempo-
rary society, generalizing across culture, gen-
der, and age, although relatively minor
group differences are sometimes reported.
The different forms of anxiety show various
forms of psychological commonality, sum-

TABLE 9.2. Some Common Features of Evaluation Anxieties

Dimensions Description

Conceptualizations State versus trait distinctions (proposed for test, math, computer, and
sport anxiety)

Facets Three key facets: cognitive (worry, irrelevant thinking, negative self-

Temporal stages

Prevalent frameworks

Situational determinants

Subjective/personal antecedents

Anxiety and performance

Causal models and mechanisms
underlying anxiety-related
performance deficits

Group differences

referential thoughts, etc.), affective (tension, bodily reaction,
perceived arousal), and behavioral (deficient skills, procrastination,
avoidance behaviors, etc.)

Anxiety viewed as process unfolding over time, with distinct stages
(e.g., anticipation, confrontation, resolution)

Transactional or interactional that link processing of situational
demands to both stable personal dispositions and situational cues

Demands and constraints of specific situation, evaluative/competitive
atmosphere, task complexity

Appraisal of task difficulty, personal competence, and future
outcomes, subjective importance of situation, aptitudes and skills,
self-concept, self-efficacy, metacognition, trait anxiety, personal
domain-relevant experience, and skills

Meta-analytic studies showing correlations of about —.2 between
anxiety and performance, typically higher for worry typically than
for emotionality; limited data for social anxiety

Cognitive—attentional deficit, limited working memory capacity,
attentional bias, self-handicapping, avoidance coping leading to skill
deficits, dysfunctional self-regulation

Females evidencing higher levels of anxiety; some cross-cultural and
age differences also reported
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marized in Table 9.2. Specifically, cognitive,
affectlve—physmloglcal and behavioral fac-
ets are evident in each form discussed. Cog-
nitive aspects of evaluative anxiety may be
fundamental; in each case, anxious persons
fear that they will not be able to meet ac-
cepted performance standards and will be
found deficient or inadequate by others,
thus resulting in negative social conse-
quences or sanctions.

The trait-state distinction is fundamental
to understanding evaluative anxiety within
the dynamic interactionist model proposed
by Endler and Parker (1992). Over shorter
time spans, the state response is a product of
dispositional anxiety and situational cues
that are congruent with the person’s specific
vulnerabilities. Over longer time spans, the
dynamic unfolding of the anxiety process
depends on both the individual’s social
learning history and basic temperament, in-
fluenced by biological factors. Space limita-
tions have prevented discussion of develop-
mental processes here, but in the case of test
anxiety (Zeidner, 1998), it seems that
dispositional evaluative anxiety feeds back
into the social learning process, with poten-
tially malign results if the child becomes
avoidant of academic environments.

The massive body of empirical research
on the anxiety-performance relationship
points to a rather modest inverse relation-
ship between test anxiety and cognitive per-
formance, typically converging at a popula-
tion correlation at about -.20 in meta-
analytic studies. The anxiety spectrum of ef-
fects is observed to range from significant
degrees of immobilization, through mild dis-
comfort and minor performance deficit, to
enhancing effects. Significant progress has
been made in understanding the cognitive
bases of evaluation anxiety and its effects on
information processing and performance.
Thus, for all types of anxiety, negative self-
appralsals and outcome expectancies gener-
ate cognitive interference associated with
worry that leads to acute performance defi-
cit. However, such deficits are embedded
within maladaptive modes of self-regulation
operating over longer timescales.

Self-regulative models suggest that anxiety
traits are shaped by stable dysfunctional
knowledge (Matthews et al., 2000). This
knowledge shapes the self-referent executive

processing initiated by external threats and
intrusive thoughts congruent with the per-
son’s specific concerns about personal com-
petence. When such processing is character-
ized by excessive self-focus, self-denigration,
an intense metacognitive focus, and use of
emotion-focused and avoidant coping strate-
gies, states of distress and perseverative
worry ensue (Wells & Matthews, 1994).
Such states block adaptive restructuring of
dysfunctional self-knowledge and promote
avoidant behaviors that may interfere with
task-relevant skill acquisition. Consequences
of test anxiety, including cognitive interfer-
ence and selective attention to threat, may
follow from this strategy for self-regulation.
Thus, although anxiety appears to be a ma-
jor cause of performance deficits, there is
undoubtedly feedback from perceived and
actual performance to anxiety states. Future
research would profit from employing pro-
cess models in order to capture better the
dynamic and cyclical nature of the anxiety—
performance relationship (Zeidner, 1998).

At the same time, this protypical account
of evaluative anxiety leaves various open
questions for future research to address. A
fundamental issue is the measurement of test
anxiety. Although fractionating the different
response components (worry, emotion,
behavior) has proved productive, more work
is needed to identify the circumstances under
which responses are concordant, indicating
an integrated, multisystem response (Calvo
& Miguel-Tobal, 1998). More work should
also be done to assess the specifically moti-
vational elements of anxiety, such as the
urge to escape or avoid the evaluation situa-
tion. Recent work on the assessment of sub-
jective states suggests that the different
modes of self-regulation elicited in stressful
environments may relate to well-defined
complexes of affect, motivation, and cogni-
tion. Evaluation anxiety should also be un-
derstood within the context of a person’s life
and social milieu, certainly at the clinical
case level. Thus, standardized testing may be
complemented with assessment of the sub-
ject’s past affective and academic history,
and current social, emotional, and economic
adjustments, as well as behavior when as-
sessed.

More work is also needed to integrate
studies of evaluation anxiety with those of
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other forms of anxiety, motivated, for exam-
ple, by perceived threats to physical safety or
health. In fact, it seems like the styles of self-
regulation typically elicited in other forms of
anxiety, including generalized anxiety, are
similar to those described here, leading to
dysfunctional metacognitions, counterpro-
ductive coping, cognitive impairment, and
attentional bias (Matthews & Wells, 1999).
Indeed, some other forms of anxiety
may have hidden evaluative components.
Studies of driving anxiety, for example (see
Matthews, 2002, for a review), suggest that
it is as much concerns about competence as
a driver as immediate fear of injury that
elicit anxiety, cognitive interference, and
performance deficit. It remains to be deter-
mined how some generic self-regulative syn-
dromes for anxiety may be differentiated
from processes specific to evaluation threats.

A final point is that evaluation anxiety is
heterogeneous with respect to its causes and
consequences. We have argued that there is a
prototypical experience of evaluation anxi-
ety that can be accommodated by self-regu-
lative models. However, such a theory needs
to take into consideration accounts of indi-
vidual differences in evaluation anxiety.
Most obviously, such accounts may refer to
the different cognitive contents and behav-
ioral choices associated with the different
forms of evaluation anxiety. In addition, the
self-regulative model emphasizes the diver-
sity of self-knowledge, and its motivational
concomitants, that may accompany anxiety.
Some anxious individuals may have access
to more positive self-representations that
counter negative self-beliefs, for example,
that anxiety may be overcome by increased
task focus, self-knowledge that may drive ef-
fective compensatory effort. Individuals may
vary in the specific executive processing ini-
tiated by negative self-referent thoughts: Al-
though heightened metacognition and emo-
tion focus are common, they are not
inevitable. Finally, anxious people differ in
the behavioral skills that influence objective
outcomes, changing the course of person—
situation interaction over time. Thus, future
progress requires better theories and re-
search tools for integrating various sources
of data and assimilating them into an expo-
sition that describes the person’s function-
ing, detailing specific strengths and weak-
nesses, and predicting the specific behavioral

manifestations expected under different en-
vironmental conditions.

NOTE

1. As defined by Gordon Allport (1966) traits are
stable neuropsychic structures that guide re-
sponse to multiple stimuli within the class of
situation relevant to the trait. Some traits, such
as the “Big Five,” generalize across many
classes of situation, but other traits, such as the
evaluative anxieties, are relevant only to a lim-
ited range of situations or contexts (Matthews,
Deary, & Whiteman, 2003).

REFERENCES

Ackerman, P. L., & Heggestad, E. D. (1997). Intelli-
gence, personality and interests: Evidence for over-
lapping traits. Psychological Bulletin, 121, 219-245.

Allport, G. (1966). Traits revisited. American Psycholo-
gist, 21, 1-10.

Alpert, R., & Haber, R. N. (1960). Anxiety in academic
achievement situations. Journal of Abnormal and
Social Psychology, 61, 207-215.

Anton, W. D., & Klisch, M. C. (1995). Perspectives on
mathematics anxiety and test anxiety. In C. D.
Spielberger & P. R. Vagg (Eds.), Test anxiety: The-
ory, assessment, and treatment (pp. 93-106). Series
in clinical and community psychology. Philadelphia:
Taylor & Francis.

Arkowitz, H., Lichtenstein, E., McGovern, K. B., &
Hines, P. (1975). Assessment of social skills. In A. R.
Ciminero, K. S. Calhoun, & H. E. Adams (Eds.),
Handbook of behavioral assessment. New York:
Wiley.

Ashceraft, M. H. (2002). Math anxiety: Personal, educa-
tional, and cognitive consequences. Current Direc-
tions in Psychological Science, 11, 181-185.

Ashcraft, M. H., & Kirk, E. P. (2001). The relationship
among working memory, math anxiety, and perfor-
mance. Journal of Experimental Psychology, 130,
224-237.

Betz, N. E., & Hackett, G. (1983). The relationship of
mathematics self-efficacy expectations to the selec-
tion of science-based college majors. Journal of Vo-
cational Behavior, 23, 329-345.

Bippus, A. M., & Daly, J. A. (1999). What do people
think causes stage fright?: Naive attributions about
the reasons for public speaking anxiety. Communica-
tion Education, 48, 63-72.

Bolger, N. (1990). Coping as a personality process: A
prospective study. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 59, 525-537.

Bozionelos, N. (2001). Computer anxiety: Relationship
with computer experience and prevalence. Com-
puters in Human Behavior, 17, 213-224.

Bruch, M. A. (2001). Shyness and social interaction. In



9. Evaluation Anxiety 161

W. R. Crozier & L. E. Alden (Eds.), International
handbook of social anxiety: Concepts, research and
interventions relating to the self and shyness (pp.
195-295). New York: Wiley

Bruch, M. A., Fallon, M., & Heimberg, R. G. (2003).
Social phobia and difficulties in occupational adjust-
ment. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 50, 109—
117.

Butt, J., Weinberg, R., & Horn, T. (2003). The intensity
and directional interpretation of anxiety: Fluctua-
tions throughout competition and relationship to
performance. Sport Psychologist, 17, 35-54.

Calvo, M. G., Eysenck, M. W., & Castillo, M. D.
(1997). Interpretation bias in test anxiety: The time
course of predictive inferences. Cognition and Emo-
tion, 11, 43-63.

Calvo, M. G., & Miguel-Tobal, J. J. (1998). The anxi-
ety response: Concordance among components. Mo-
tivation and Emotion, 22, 211-230.

Caprara, G. V., & Cervone, D. (2000). Personality: de-
terminants, dynamics, and potentials. Cambridge,
UK: Cambridge University Press.

Carver, C. S., & Scheier, M. F. (1989). Expectancies and
coping: From test anxiety to pessimism. In R.
Schwarzer, H. M. Van der Ploeg, & C. D. Spielberger
(Eds.), Advances in test anxiety research (Vol. 6,
pp- 3-11). Lisse: Swets & Zeitlinger.

Cassady, J. C., & Johnson, R. E. (2002). Cognitive test
anxiety and academic performance. Contemporary
Educational Psychology, 27, 270-295.

Clark, D. M., & Wells, A. (1995). A cognitive model of
social phobia. In R. Heimberg, M. Liebowitz, D. A.
Hope, & E R. Schneier (Eds.), Social phobia: Diag-
nosis, assessment and treatment. New York:
Guilford Press.

Coffin, R. J., & Maclntyre, P. D. (1999). Motivational
influences on computer-related affective states. Com-
puters in Human Bebavior, 15, 549-569.

Covington, M. V. (1992). Making the grade. New York:
Cambridge University Press.

Craft, L. L., Magyar, T. M., Becker, B. J., & Feltz, D. L.
(2003). The relationship between the Competitive
State Anxiety Inventory-2 and sport performance: A
meta-analysis. Journal of Sport and Exercise Psy-
chology, 25, 44-65.

Crozier, W. R., & Alden, L. E. (2001). The social na-
ture of social anxiety. In W. R. Crozier & L. E.
Alden (Eds.), International handbook of social anx-
iety: Concepts, research and interventions relating
to the self and shyness (pp. 1-20). New York:
Wiley.

Dew, K. M. H., Galassi, J. P., & Galassi, M. D. (1984).
Math anxiety: Relation with situational test anxiety,
performance, physiological arousal, and math avoid-
ance behavior. Journal of Counseling Psychology,
31, 581-584.

Dunn, J. D. H., Dunn, J., Wilson, P., & Syrotuik, D. G.
(2000). Reexamining the factorial composition and
factor structure of the Sport Anxiety Scale. Journal
of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 22, 183-193.

Elliot, A. J. (1999). Approach and avoidance motiva-
tion and achievement goals. Educational Psycholo-
gist, 34, 169-189.

Endler, N. S., Flett, G. L., Macrodimitris, S. D., Corace,
K. M., & Kocovski, N. L. (2002). Separation, self-
disclosure, and social evaluation anxiety as facets of
trait social anxiety. European Journal of Personality,
16, 239-269.

Endler, N. S., & Parker, J. (1992). Interactionism revis-
ited: Reflections on the continuing crisis in the per-
sonality area. European Journal of Personality, 6,
177-198.

Eysenck, M. W. (1992). Anxiety: The cognitive perspec-
tive. Hove, UK: Erlbaum.

Ferrando, P. J., Varea, M. D., & Lorenzo, U. (1999). A
psychometric study of the Test Anxiety Scale for
Children in a Spanish sample. Personality and Indi-
vidual Differences, 27, 37-44.

Ferrari, J. R., & Tice, D. M. (2000). Procrastination as
a self-handicap for men and women: A task-avoid-
ance strategy in a laboratory setting. Journal of Re-
search in Personality, 34, 73-83.

Gaudreau, P., & Blondin, J.-P. (2002). Development of
a questionnaire for the assessment of coping strate-
gies employed by athletes in competitive sport set-
tings. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 3, 1-34.

Gaudron, J. P., & Vignoli, E. (2002). Assessing com-
puter anxiety with the interaction model of anxiety:
Development and validation of the computer anxiety
trait subscale. Computers in Human Behavior, 18,
315-325.

Gaudry, E., & Spiellberger, C. D. (1971). Anxiety and
educational achievement. New York: Wiley.

Hagtvet, K. A., Man, E, & Sharma, S. (2001).
Generalizability of self-related cognitions in test anx-
iety. Personality and Individual Differences, 31,
1147-1171.

Hancock, D. R. (2001). Effects of test anxiety and
evaluative threat on students’ achievement and moti-
vation. Journal of Educational Research, 94, 284—
290.

Hanton, S., Mellalieu, S., & Hall, R. (2002). Re-exam-
ining the competitive anxiety trait—state relationship.
Personality and Individual Differences, 33, 1125-
113e6.

Hatzigeorgiadis, A., & Biddle, S. J. H. (2001). Athletes’
perceptions of how cognitive interference during
competition influences concentration and effort.
Anxiety, Stress and Coping: An International Jour-
nal, 14, 411-429.

Heinssen, R. K., Glass, C. R., & Knight, L. A. (1987).
Assessing computer anxiety: Development and vali-
dation of the Computer Anxiety Rating Scale. Com-
puters in Human Behavior, 3, 49-59.

Hembree, R. (1988). Correlates, causes and treatment
of test anxiety. Review of Educational Research, 58,
47-77.

Hopko, D. R., McNeil, D. W., Gleason, P. J., &
Rabalais, A. E. (2002). The emotional Stroop para-
digm: Performance as a function of stimulus proper-



162 II. CENTRAL CONSTRUCTS

ties and self-reported mathematics anxiety. Cognitive
Therapy and Research, 26, 157-166.

Ingram, R. E., Kendall, P. C., Smith, T. W., Donnell, C.,
& Ronan, K. (1987). Cognitive specificity in emo-
tional distress. Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, 53, 734-742.

Jackson, T., Fritch, A., Nagasaka, T., & Gunderson, J.
(2002). Towards explaining the association between
shyness and loneliness: A path analysis with Ameri-
can college students. Social Behavior and Personal-
ity, 30, 263-270.

Jones, J., Hanston, S., & Swain, A. (1993). Intensity
and direction dimensions of competitive state anxi-
ety and relationships with performance. Journal of
Sports Sciences, 11, 533-542.

Kleijn, W. C., Van der Ploeg, H., & Topman, R. M.
(1994). Cognition, study habits, test anxiety, and ac-
ademic performance. Psychological Reports, 73,
1219-1226.

Kleine, D. (1990). Anxiety and sport performance: A
meta-analysis. Anxiety Research: An International
Journal, 2, 113-131.

Koivula, N., Hassmen, P., & Fallby, J. (2002). Self-es-
teem and perfectionism in elite athletes: Effects on
competitive anxiety and self-confidence. Personality
and Individual Differences, 32, 865-875.

Krohne, H. W., & Hindel, C. (1988). Trait anxiety,
state anxiety, and coping behavior as predictors of
athletic performance. Anxiety Research: An Interna-
tional Journal, 1, 225-234.

Kurosawa, K., & Harackiewicz, J. M. (1995). Test anxi-
ety, self-awareness, and cognitive interference: A pro-
cess analysis. Journal of Personality, 63, 931-951.

Lazarus, R. S. (1999). Stress and emotion: A new syn-
thesis. New York: Springer.

Leary, M. R. (2001). Shyness and the self: Attentional,
motivational, and cognitive self-processes in social
anxiety and inhibition. In W. R. Crozier & L. E.
Alden (Eds.), International handbook of social anxi-
ety: Concepts, research and interventions relating to
the self and shyness (pp. 217-234). New York: Wiley.

Leitenberg, H. (1990). Introduction. In H. Leitenberg
(Ed.), Handbook of social and evaluative anxiety
(pp. 1-6). New York: Plenum Press.

Liebert, R. M., & Morris, L. W. (1967). Cognitive and
emotional components of test anxiety: A distinction
and some initial data. Psychological Reports, 20(3),
975-978.

Martens, R., Burton, D., Vealey, R. S., Bump, L. A., &
Smith, D. E. (1990). Development and validation of
the Competitive State Anxiety Inventory-2 (CSAI-2).
In R. Martens, R. S. Vealey, & D. Burton (Eds.),
Competitive anxiety in sport (pp. 193-208). Cham-
paign, IL: Human Kinetics.

Matthews, G. (2002). Towards a transactional ergo-
nomics for driver stress and fatigue. Theoretical Is-
sues in Ergonomics Science, 3, 195-211.

Matthews, G., Deary, L. J., & Whiteman, M. C. (2003).
Personality traits (2nd ed.). Cambridge, UK: Cam-
bridge University Press.

Matthews, G., Hillyard, E. J., & Campbell, S. E.
(1999). Metacognition and maladaptive coping as
components of test anxiety. Clinical Psychology and
Psychotherapy, 6, 111-125.

Matthews, G., Schwean, V. L., Campbell, S. E.,
Saklofske, D. H., & Mohamed, A. A. R. (2000). Per-
sonality, self-regulation and adaptation: A cognitive-
social framework. In M. Boekarts, P. R. Pintrich, &
M. Zeidner (Eds.), Handbook of self-regulation
(pp. 171-207). New York: Academic Press.

Matthews, G., & Wells, A. (1999). The cognitive sci-
ence of attention and emotion. In T. Dalgleish & M.
Power (Eds.), Handbook of cognition and emotion
(pp. 171-192). New York: Wiley.

Mclnerney, V., Marsh, H. W., & Mclnerney, D. M.
(1999). The designing of the computer anxiety and
learning measure (CALM): Validation of scores on a
multidimensional measure of anxiety and cognitions
relating to adult learning. Educational and Psycho-
logical Measurement, 59, 451-470.

Mueller, J. H., & Thompson, W. B. (1984). Test anxiety
and distinctiveness of personal information. In H.
M. Van der Ploeg, R. Schwarzer, & C. D. Spielberger
(Eds.), Advances in test anxiety research (Vol. 3,
pp. 21-38). Lisse: Swets & Zeitlinger.

Naveh-Benjamin, M. (1991). A comparison of training
programs intended for different types of test-anxious
students: Further support for an information-pro-
cessing model. Journal of Educational Psychology,
83, 134-139.

Neiss, R. (1988). Reconceptualizing arousal: Psycho-
biological states in motor performance. Psychologi-
cal Bulletin, 103, 345-366.

Raglin, J. S., & Hanin, Y. (2000). Competitive anxiety.
In Y. Hanin (Ed.), Emotions in sport (pp. 93-111).
Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics.

Richardson, E. C., & Woolfolk, R. L. (1980). Mathe-
matics anxiety. In I.G. Sarason (Ed.), Test anxiety:
Theory, research, and applications (pp. 271-287).
Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Rosen, L. D., & Maguire, P. (1990). Myths and realities
of computer phobia: A meta-analysis. Anxiety Re-
search, 3, 175-191.

Roth, D. A., Fresco, D. M., & Heimberg, R. G. (in
press). Cognitive phenomena in social anxiety disor-
der. In L. B. Alloy & J. H. Riskind (Eds.), Cognitive
vulnerability to emotional disorders. Hillsdale, NJ:
Erlbaum.

Sarason, 1. G., Sarason, B. R., & Pierce, G. R. (1990).
Anxiety, cognitive interference, and performance.
Journal of Social Behavior and Personality, 5, 1-18.

Sarason, 1. G., Sarason, B. R., & Pierce, G. R. (1995).
Cognitive interference: At the intelligence-personal-
ity crossroads. In D. Saklofske & M. Zeidner (Eds.),
International handbook of personality and intelli-
gence (pp. 285-296). New York: Plenum Press.

Schlenker, B. R., & Leary, M. R. (1982). Social anxiety
and self presentation: A conceptualization model.
Psychological Bulletin, 92, 641-669.

Schwarzer, R., & Jerusalem, M. (1992). Advances in



9. Evaluation Anxiety 163

anxiety theory: A cognitive process approach. In K.
A. Hagtvet & T. B. Johnsen (Eds.), Advances in test
anxiety research (Vol. 7, pp. 2-31). Lisse: Swets &
Zeitlinger.

Schwarzer, R., Mueller, J., & Greenglass, E. (1999). As-
sessment of perceived general self-efficacy on the in-
ternet: Data collection in cyberspace. Anxiety, Stress
and Coping: An International Journal, 12, 145-161.

Schwarzer, R., Seipp, B., & Schwarzer, C. (1989).
Mathematics performance and anxiety: A meta anal-
ysis. In R. Schwarzer, H. M. Van der Ploeg, & C. D.
Spielberger (Eds.), Advances in test anxiety research
(Vol. 6, pp. 105-119). Lisse: Swets & Zeitlinger.

Seipp, B., & Schwarzer, C. (1996). Cross-cultural anxi-
ety research: A review. In C. Schwarzer & M.
Zeidner (Eds.), Stress, anxiety, and coping in aca-
demic settings (pp. 13-68). Tubingen: Francke-
Verlag.

Smith, B., & Caputi, P. (2001). Cognitive interference
in computer anxiety. Behavior and Information
Technology, 20, 265-273.

Smith, R. E. (1996). Performance anxiety, cognitive in-
terference, and concentration enhancement strategies
in sports. In I. G. Sarason, G. R. Pierce, & B. R.
Sarason (Eds.), Cognitive interference: Theories,
methods, and findings (pp. 261-283). Hillsdale, NJ:
Erlbaum.

Smith, R. J., Arnkoff, D. B., & Wright, T. L. (1990).
Test anxiety and academic competence: A compari-
son of alternative models. Journal of Counseling
Psychology, 37, 313-321.

Snyder, C. R., & Smith, T. W. (1986). On being “shy
like a fox.” In W. H. Jones, J. M. Cheek, & S. R.
Briggs (Eds.), Shyness: Perspectives on research and
treatment (pp. 161-172). New York: Plenum Press.

Spielberger, C. D., Anton, W. D., & Bedell, J. (1976).
The nature and treatment of test anxiety. In M.
Zuckerman & C. D. Spielberger (Eds.), Emotions
and anxiety: New concepts, methods, and applica-
tions (pp. 317-344). Oxford: Erlbaum.

Spurr, J. M., & Stopa, L. (2002). Self-focused attention
in social phobia and social anxiety. Clinical Psychol-
ogy Review, 22, 947-975.

Strahan, E. Y. (2003). The effects of social anxiety and
social skills on academic performance. Personality
and Individual Differences, 34, 347-366.

Tenenbaum, G., & Bar-Eli, M. (1995). Contemporary
issues in exercise and sport psychology research. In
S. J. H. Biddle (Eds.), European perspective on exer-
cise and sport psychology (pp. 292-323). Cham-
paign, IL: Human Kinetics.

Vasey, M. W., El-Hag, N., & Daleiden, E. L. (1996).
Anxiety and the processing of emotionally threaten-
ing stimuli: Distinctive patterns of selective attention
among high- and low-test-anxious children. Child
Development, 67, 1173-1185.

Weil, M. M., Rosen, L. D., & Wugalter, S. (1990). The
etiology of computer phobia. Computers in Human
Behavior, 6, 361-379.

Wells, A. (2000). Emotional disorders and metacogni-
tion: Innovative cognitive therapy. Chichester, UK:
Wiley.

Wells, A., & Matthews, G. (1994). Attention and emo-
tion: A clinical perspective. Hove, UK: Erlbaum.
Wells, A., & Matthews, G. (in press). Cognitive vul-
nerability to anxiety: An integrative approach. In L.
B. Alloy & J. H. Riskind (Eds.), Cognitive vulnera-
bility to emotional disorders. Hillsdale, NJ: Erl-

baum.

Wilson, G. S., Raglin, J. S., & Pritchard, M. E. (2002).
Optimism, pessimism, and precompetition anxiety in
college athletes. Personality and Individual Differ-
ences, 32, 893-902.

Woodman, T., & Hardy, L. (2001). Stress and anxiety.
In R. Singer, H. A. Hausenblas, & C. M. Janelle
(Eds.), Handbook of research on sport psychology
(pp. 290-318). New York: Wiley.

Worthington, V. L., & Zhao, Y. (1999). Existential
computer anxiety and changes in computer technol-
ogy: What past research on computer anxiety has
missed. Journal of Educational Computing Re-
search, 20, 299-315.

Zeidner, M. (1990). Does test anxiety bias scholastic
aptitude test performance by gender and
sociocultural group? Journal of Personality Assess-
ment, 55, 145-160.

Zeidner, M. (1991). Statistics and mathematics anxiety
in social science studies: Some interesting parallels.
British Journal of Educational Psychology, 61, 319—
328.

Zeidner, M. (1998). Test anxiety: The state of the art.
New York: Plenum Press.

Zeidner, M., Klingman, A., & Papko, O. (1988). En-
hancing students’ test coping skills: Report of a psy-
chological health education program. Journal of Ed-
ucational Psychology, 80, 95-101.

Zeidner, M., & Nevo, B. (1992). Test anxiety in
examinees in a college admission testing situation:
Incidence, dimensionality, and cognitive correlates.
In K. A. Hagtvet & B. Johnsen (Eds.), Advances in
test anxiety research (Vol. 7, pp. 288-303). Lisse:
Zeitlinger.

Zeidner, M., & Schleyer, E. (1999). The big-fish-little-
pond effect for academic self-concept, test anxiety,
and school grades in gifted children. Contemporary
Educational Psychology, 24, 305-329.

Zimmerman, B. J. (2000). Self-efficacy: An essential
motive to learn. Contemporary Educational Psy-
chology, 25, 82-91.

Zohar, D., & Brandt, Y. (2002). Relationships between
appraisal factors during stressful encounters: A test
of alternative models. Anxiety, Stress, and Coping,
15, 149-161.

Zuckerman, M., Kieffer, S. C., & Knee, C. R. (1998).
Consequences of self-handicapping: Effects on cop-
ing, academic performance, and adjustment. Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 74, 1619-
1628.



This page intentionally left blank



PART III
R

Developmental Issues



This page intentionally left blank



TEMPERAMENT

CHAPTER 10

™R

Temperament and the Development
of Competence and Motivation

MARY K. ROTHBART
JULIE HWANG

The earliest mark of extraversion in a child is his quick adaptation to the environment, and the
extraordinary attention he gives to objects, especially to his effect upon them. Shyness in regard to
objects is very slight; the child moves and lives among them with trust. He makes quick perceptions,
but in a haphazard way. ... Apparently, too, he feels no barrier between himself and objects, and
hence he can play with them freely and learn through them. He gladly pushes his undertakings to an
extreme, and risks himself in the attempt. Everything unknown seems alluring.

asic temperamental dispositions influence
Bmotivation and competence from the ear-
liest days. Individual differences in the affec-
tive—motivational systems of positive affect
and approach, fear, frustration, sadness, and
discomfort, along with attentional self-regu-
lative controls on behavior, thought, and
emotion, are all included within the temper-
ament domain. Temperamental dispositions
can be seen early in life, reflected in orienta-
tions toward or away from objects, people,
and challenging events, as depicted in the
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—JUNG (1928, p. 303)

opening passage from Jung. They form the
building blocks for personality development.
In the course of early development, tempera-
ment comes also to include individual differ-
ences in attentional effortful control, allow-
ing flexibility in interaction with objects and
persons, and pursuit of more distant goals.

In this chapter, we define temperament
and describe some early theoretical ap-
proaches to relating temperament to motiva-
tion. We then describe dimensions of tem-
perament that have recently emerged from
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developmental research and relate them to
the development of mastery motivation and
competence. Finally, we describe directions
for future research in this area.

DEFINING TEMPERAMENT

We have defined temperament as constitu-
tionally based individual differences in reac-
tivity and self-regulation, displayed in the
domains of emotion, activity, and attention
(Rothbart & Bates, 1998; Rothbart &
Derryberry, 1981). By constitutional, we
mean that temperament systems are biologi-
cally based and influenced over time by
genes, environment, and experience. By re-
activity, we mean the onset, intensity, and
duration of emotional, motor, and orienting
reactions. The term reactivity can be used to
describe broad behavioral dimensions, such
as positive or negative emotional reactivity,
as well as more specific physiological reac-
tions, such as heart rate reactivity or fear-
induced startle. Temperament also includes
self-regulation, that is, processes that serve
to modulate reactivity.

Temperament involves evolutionarily con-
served systems seen in humans and other an-
imals (Panksepp, 1998; Strelau, 1983).
These systems are present in all humans, but
individuals differ in the strength and sensi-
tivity of their temperamental dispositions
and the efficiency of their attentional capaci-
ties. Temperament is part of the broader do-
main of individual differences in personality,
with personality defined as patterns of
thought and behavior showing general con-
sistency across situations and stability over
time, and affecting the person’s adaptation
to the internal and external environment. In
addition to the constitutionally based tem-
perament dispositions, personality includes
the content of a person’s thoughts: percep-
tions of the self and others, personal values,
morals, expectations, defenses, coping strat-
egies, secondary motivations, attitudes, and
beliefs. Both temperament and other person-
ality characteristics influence competence,
motivation, and performance. Temperament
refers to the individual differences in person-
ality that characterize the infant and young
child, before many of the more cognitive and
highly socialized aspects of personality have
developed. It is therefore a useful place to

begin in thinking about the development of
motivation and competence.

THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO
TEMPERAMENT AND MOTIVATION

Theoretical approaches to temperament
have often included motivational compo-
nents, with these usually seen as driven by
individual differences in arousability or
emotional reactivity. Eysenck (1976), for ex-
ample, identified three major dimensions of
temperament. The first, Extraversion versus
Introversion, was tied to motivation through
a theory of arousability. Eysenck postulated
that introverts are more sensitive and
arousable to stimulation than extraverts. As
stimulation increases in quantity, intensity,
or duration, the introvert more rapidly
reaches a level of pleasurable experience. In-
troverts thus enjoy low-intensity pleasures to
a greater extent than do extraverts, who are
likely to be bored with low levels of stimula-
tion and require higher levels of stimulation
for pleasure. Introverts, however, will reach
and then exceed their optimal levels of stim-
ulation at a lower intensity than extraverts,
experiencing distress to overstimulation.
Motivationally, extraverts will tend to be
stimulation seekers, whereas introverts will
seek to avoid overstimulation. Eysenck’s di-
mension of Neuroticism versus Emotion-
al Stability, seen as orthogonal to Extra-
version—Introversion, was originally less
closely tied to aspects of self-regulation. His
third broad dimension of Psychoticism,
however, includes aspects of psychopathy or
disinhibition and is thus related to the abil-
ity to inhibit action (Watson & Clark,
1993).

Eysenck’s (1976) model of introversion—
extraversion is similar to that of Strelau
(1975, 1983) and his colleagues, whose
model is also based on individual arous-
ability or reactivity. In Poland, Strelau
(1983) and his associates studied reactive,
motivational, and motor-tempo aspects of
temperament, and related them to adults’
performance in work situations. For exam-
ple, Eliasz (2001) described the degree to
which individuals differing in reactivity dis-
played differences in their motivation to
control the work environment, with more
reactive workers more likely to seek control.
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He also found that more reactive workers
were less likely to be able to adjust their mo-
tives and goals to changing situations than
were less reactive workers.

Jeffrey Gray (1981) followed in Eysenck’s
tradition, but his model modified Eysenck’s
original structure: He rotated the axes of
Eysenck’s orthogonal Extraversion and Neu-
roticism dimensions, and postulated an ap-
proach system, which he labeled Impulsivity.
Impulsivity was seen as low for persons low
in Extraversion and Neuroticism, high for
individuals high in Extraversion and Neu-
roticism. A second, Behavioral Inhibition
System (BIS) was labeled Anxiety, and seen
as low for individuals low in Extraversion
and Neuroticism, and high for persons low
in Extraversion and high in Neuroticism.
More impulsive individuals were seen as
having a more reactive approach system,
with underlying brain circuits involving the
medial forebrain bundle and the lateral hy-
pothalamus, and a greater sensitivity to re-
ward or nonpunishment. Individuals high
on the BIS or Anxiety were hypothesized to
have a more reactive orbital frontal cortex,
medial septal area, and hippocampus, and to
be more sensitive to punishment or non-
reward.

Gray (1981) postulated that when a mis-
match between an expectation and an out-
come is detected, the BIS comes into play,
interrupting the current execution of behav-
ioral programs to allow identification of
stimuli to resolve the mismatch. Gray fur-
ther postulated a fight versus flight system
that is clearly motivational in quality. Gray’s
dimensions, like Eysenck’s, are reactive, al-
though they include aspects of attention.
Similar models, all based on reactive systems
and a postulated underlying physiology,
have been developed by Zuckerman (1991),
Depue and his associates (Depue & Collins,
1999; Depue & Iacono, 1989), Panksepp
(1998), and Davidson and Irwin (1999).
More developmental approaches to tem-
perament, such as our own (Rothbart,
Derryberry, & Posner, 1994) and that of
Thomas and Chess (1977), however, have
included more self-regulatory dimensions of
temperament involving attention. Thomas
and Chess, for example, postulated individ-
ual differences in distractibility and atten-
tion span—persistence, and in our approach,
behavior is not always under the control of

under- or overstimulation but can also be
controlled through a system of executive at-
tention or effortful control (Rothbart &
Bates, 1998).

The models of Eysenck, Strelau, and Gray
provide an important link to motivation,
linking temperament to what people like
and dislike, and what they choose to do.
Their constructs suggest that introverts do
not like and tend to avoid high levels of
stimulation; extraverts like and tend to ap-
proach exciting situations. Temperament
systems of approach and extraversion are re-
lated to the initial orientation of a person to
objects. Systems of fear are related to cau-
tion, hesitation, or avoidance. Fight reac-
tions involve approach, and flight reactions
involve avoidance. When we consider devel-
opmental approaches to temperament, we
add individual differences in effortful con-
trol that allow the sustained pursuit of goals
(Thomas & Chess’s [1977] attention span—
persistence), the regulation of emotion, and
flexible shifting of actions from one goal to
another.

TEMPERAMENT IN
EARLY DEVELOPMENT

Thomas and Chess’s (1977) pioneering work
in the New York Longitudinal Study (NYLS)
described individual differences in tempera-
ment during infancy. Parents were inter-
viewed about their infants’ reactions to a
number of situations, and content analysis
of the interviews yielded nine temperament
dimensions: Activity Level, Approach-With-
drawal, Mood, Attention Span-Persis-
tence, Intensity, Distractibility, Adaptability,
Threshold, and Rhythmicity (Thomas, Chess,
Birch, Hertzig, & Korn, 1963). Although
Thomas and Chess (1977) described temper-
ament as style, or the “how” rather than the
“what” or “why” of behavior, it should be
clear that dimensions such as Approach-
Withdrawal and Mood, ranging from posi-
tive to negative, specify both content and
motivation.

In later research, several scales assessing
Thomas and Chess’s (1977) nine dimensions
proved to be highly intercorrelated, and oth-
ers did not demonstrate high internal reli-
ability. Ttem-level factor analyses of NYLS-
based questionnaires have therefore been
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carried out. Other approaches have used
construct-based scale development to assess
temperament dimensions and study the early
structure of temperament. A review of in-
fancy research using both approaches
yielded a smaller number of temperament
dimensions than Thomas and Chess’s (1977)
nine (Rothbart & Mauro, 1990). These in-
cluded dimensions of Activity Level, Positive
Affect and Approach, Fear, Frustration or Ir-
ritability, and Attentional Persistence. These
dimensions were important for our view of
temperament because they did not support
“style” temperament dimensions such as In-
tensity or Rhythmicity. Instead, they de-
scribed emotional and attentional systems
that, as early as infancy, demonstrate moti-
vational and self-regulative qualities (the
“what” and “why” of development). They
also stress the affectively based quality of
early individual differences, as in Positive
Affect—Approach, Frustration, and Fear.
Gartstein and Rothbart (2003) have more
recently carried out an expanded study on
the factor structure of parent-reported infant
temperament, assessing a number of dimen-
sions derived from research on temperament
in childhood. In factor analysis of a large
data set describing 3- to 12-month-old chil-
dren, three broad dimensions were revealed:
Surgency—Extraversion, with loadings for
scales measuring approach, vocal reactivity,
high-intensity pleasure (stimulation seeking),
smiling and laughter, activity level, and per-
ceptual sensitivity; Negative Affectivity, with
loadings for sadness, frustration, fear, and
negatively, falling reactivity scales; and Ori-
enting-Regulation, with loadings for low-in-
tensity pleasure, cuddliness, duration of ori-
enting, and soothability, and a secondary
loading for smiling and laughter. As early as
infancy, there is thus evidence for broad di-
mensions of Surgency—Extraversion, Nega-
tive Affectivity, and Orienting—Regulation.
At Oregon, we have also developed a
comprehensive and  highly  differenti-
ated parent report instrument called the
Children’s Behavior Questionnaire, or CBQ,
for children 3-7 years of age (Ahadi,
Rothbart, & Ye, 1993; Rothbart, Ahadi,
Hershey, & Fisher, 2001). In studies across
several laboratories, three broad factors of
children’s temperament using the CBQ have
emerged, with similarities in dimensions to
those found by other researchers (Rothbart

& Bates, 1998). The first factor is called
Surgency-Extraversion, defined by scales as-
sessing positive emotionality and approach,
including positive anticipation, high-inten-
sity pleasure (sensation seeking), impulsivity,
activity level, and a negative loading from
shyness. This factor is very similar to the
first factor found in the infancy research,
and we examine motivation and competence
in relation to this factor later in the chapter.
The second broad factor, called Negative
Affectivity, is defined by discomfort, fear,
anger—frustration, and sadness, with a sec-
ondary loading for shyness, and a negative
loading for soothability—falling reactivity.
This factor is similar to the Negative
Affectivity factor in infancy. We extract
from this broad factor the dimension of fear,
and relate this more narrow dimension to
motivation and competence. The third
broad factor, Effortful Control, is defined by
inhibitory control, attentional focusing, low-
intensity pleasure, and perceptual sensitivity.
We also relate Effortful Control to motiva-
tion and competence.

In the United States, and in both child and
adult samples, Effortful Control was found
to be inversely related to Negative Affec-
tivity, and independent of Surgency—Extra-
version (Ahadi et al., 1993). In a Chinese
sample of children, however, Effortful Con-
trol was negatively related to measures of
Surgency-Extraversion and independent of
Negative  Affectivity, suggesting  that
Effortful Control might serve to enhance or
suppress reactive behavior, in keeping with
the values of the culture. In this way, tem-
perament can be seen to provide the building
blocks of personality. Cultural values and
challenges shape the goals of the child’s ad-
aptations and the competencies and/or the
pathologies that he or she thereby develops.

TEMPERAMENT, MOTIVATION,
AND THE DEVELOPMENT
OF COMPETENCE

How is temperament related to the develop-
ment of motivation and competence? Fol-
lowing Elliot and Dweck in Chapter 1, this
volume, we define motivation as “the
energization (instigation, activation) and
direction (focus, aim) of behavior,” and
competence as “effectiveness, ability, or suc-
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cess.” We suggest that temperament dimen-
sions of Surgency-Extraversion and Nega-
tive Affectivity are directly linked to
motivation. These temperament systems are
related to the child’s approach, avoidance,
interest, and persistence in pursuing desig-
nated outcomes, and to frustration, anger,
and sadness, when the goals of a given moti-
vation are not met. Effortful Control also
has links to persistence, planning, flexibility
of thought, and control of emotion, all of
which support competence, and allow moti-
vations to be extended in time.

Effortful Control does not in itself consti-
tute motivation, however. Indeed, as in the
example of U.S. and Chinese comparisons,
the capacities involved in Effortful Control
can serve various motivational masters.
Given effective socialization, Effortful Con-
trol is likely to be related to positive adjust-
ment and favorable outcomes, and will thus
be important in the development of compe-
tence, as noted in our review below. How-
ever, the competencies sought will be influ-
enced by the values of the culture. In
addition, competencies are specified by insti-
tutions, such as home and school, and by
others who are significant to the child, in-
cluding parents, teachers, and peers. Finally,
many competencies will become internally
motivated, either directly, through early in-
trinsic processes influenced by temperament,
or more indirectly, through internalization
of the desires of significant others and the
development of secondary motivations or
ego structures, to be described later.

We now consider dimensions of tempera-
ment in connection with motivation and
competence. We begin with aspects of emo-
tional reactivity, including individual differ-
ences In Surgency-Extraversion, or ap-
proach, and the negative effect of fear, which
is a subcomponent of the broad factor of
Negative Affectivity, discussing their links to
effectance, mastery motivation, and compe-
tence. Although we could also explore links
between motivation and the Negative
Affectivity subcomponents of anger—frustra-
tion, sensory discomfort, and sadness, we
have chosen, given limitations of length, to
concentrate on the broad temperamental re-
activity factor of Surgency—Extraversion and
the more narrow dimension of fear. Our dis-
cussion of emotional reactivity is followed
by a consideration of Effortful Control.

EMOTIONAL REACTIVITY
Surgency-Extraversion and Approach

This broad temperament construct includes
positive affect and the rapid approach of po-
tentially rewarding stimuli. We have studied
approach, activity level, and positive affect
in the laboratory and via parent report. We
used infant laboratory measures in a longi-
tudinal study of children at the ages of
3, 6.5, 10, and 13.5 months (Rothbart,
Derryberry, & Hershey, 2000). Infants’ reac-
tions were videotaped during presentation of
nonsocial and social stimuli designed to
elicit specific emotions or attention. For ex-
ample, smiling and laughter to visual and
auditory stimuli, such as a chirping mechan-
ical bird, were coded for latency, intensity,
and duration, and then aggregated into posi-
tive affect measures. Approach was assessed
in infants’ latency to grasp low-intensity
toys, such as small squeeze toys, blocks, and
a cup, and activity level was assessed in chil-
dren’s movement among toys distributed
across a grid-lined floor. When the children
reached 7 years of age, parents of a subset of
the infants filled out the CBQ (Rothbart et
al., 2001) describing the children’s tempera-
mental tendencies in childhood.

Smiling and laughter in infancy predicted
both concurrent infant approach and 7-year-
old approach tendencies as reported by par-
ents. Infant approach at 6, 10, and 13
months also predicted mothers’ later reports
of high impulsivity, anger and aggression,
and low sadness in the children at age 7.
These findings suggest that approach ten-
dencies may contribute to aspects of nega-
tive emotions directed against others, as well
as to positive emotionality (Derryberry &
Reed, 1994; Rothbart, Ahadi, & Hershey,
1994). The findings are also consonant with
the idea that more active children may be-
come more frequently frustrated, and in-
deed, positive correlations between anger
and activity level are found throughout in-
fancy (Rothbart, 1981, 1986; Rothbart et
al., 2001).

Questionnaire measures of approach have
also shown stability from the toddler to
early childhood vyears (Pedlow, Sanson,
Prior, & Oberklaid, 1993), and both ap-
proach and activity level have demonstrated
stability from 2 to 12 years (Guerin &
Gottfried, 1994). Caspi and Silva (19935)
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found that children high on confidence or
approach at age 3—4 years were high on so-
cial potency and impulsiveness at age 18.

Surgency, Effectance,
and Mastery Motivation

Models of effectance and mastery motiva-
tion have been directly related to positive af-
fect and approach. White defined effectance
motivation as the tendency to engage ac-
tively in effort with the goal of influencing
the environment (White, 1959, 1963).
White’s model (1978) went beyond earlier
learning models based on reward and pun-
ishment, and attempted to account for ob-
servations of animals and young children
displaying curiosity and engaging in explor-
atory behavior toward objects. White also
proposed a definition of mastery as adapta-
tion to problems that have a “certain cogni-
tive or manipulative complexity but which
at the same time are not heavily freighted
with anxiety” (p. 29). It is interesting that
White attempted to remove the influence of
anxiety in mastery attempts. By inference,
fear or anxiety can be seen to limit attempts
at problem solution.

The power of interest or positive involve-
ment in influencing competence and achieve-
ment is suggested by a meta-analysis of stud-
ies involving children in grades 5-12
(Schiefele, Krapp, & Winteler, 1992). In a
review of 121 studies conducted in 18 differ-
ent countries, Schiefele et al. found that in-
terest accounted for 10% of the variability
in children’s achievement. Interest also was
more strongly related to achievement in
boys than in girls. In our self-report research
with college students, we have found that
higher Surgency—Extraversion is related to
higher scores on the personality dimension
of openness to experience, an indicator of
interest in a broad array of topics (Evans &
Rothbart, 1998). Those who are high in ap-
proach and low in fear may readily launch
into new situations; this behavior can be
useful when one is exposed to situations
with the potential for reward, but lack of
fear controls can lead to impulsive behavior
in situations signaling punishment. On the
other hand, strong fear and/or weak ap-
proach can lead to overregulation of ap-
proach; children may avoid novel situations,
resulting in missed opportunities for the pos-
itive experiences of mastery. In the Blocks’

view of personality, rigid overregulation of
impulses is designated Overcontrol. Unre-
strained pursuit of impulses is designated
Undercontrol (Block, 2002; Block & Block,
1980).

Morgan, Harmon, and Maslin-Cole
(1990) defined mastery motivation as a
“psychological force that stimulates an indi-
vidual to attempt independently, in a fo-
cused and persistent manner, to solve a
problem or master a skill or task that is
moderately challenging to him or her”
(p. 319). One common measure of mastery
motivation has been the infant’s or child’s
persistence at challenging tasks, such as ex-
amining and manipulating interesting ob-
jects, working on puzzles, and appropriately
using cause-and-effect materials. Challeng-
ing toys or situations are presented to in-
fants and young children, and persistence of
action toward making the objects “work” is
taken as the sign of motivated action.
Barrett and Morgan (19935) categorized mas-
tery motivation into two types: instrumental
and expressive. Instrumental mastery moti-
vation refers to the tendency to persist at
challenging tasks, and expressive mastery
motivation includes affective responses such
as facial, vocal, and behavioral communica-
tion of positive and negative emotions, such
as pride, frustration, sadness, and shame.
Measures are thus sometimes also made of
children’s reactions of pleasure to the task,
although correlations between persistence
and positive affect scores tend to be low
(Barrett, Morgan, & Maslin-Cole, 1993;
Redding, Morgan, & Harmon, 1988).

Because definitions of mastery motivation
are often complex and include multiple pro-
cesses, there have been problems in clearly
conceptualizing and measuring mastery mo-
tivation (McCall, 1995). Messer (1995) sug-
gested that these problems may be overcome
by studying the processes that contribute to
selection, engagement, and sustained interest
in activity with an object. Children can be
seen to differ in their choice of objects or ac-
tivities, in how readily they engage in the
task, and in how long they remain focused
on the activity. In our section on historical
temperament models, we have discussed
how individuals’ selection of activities can
be related to their preference for different
degrees of stimulation, so that introverts
would select and obtain pleasure from low-
intensity activities, and extraverts, from
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high-intensity activities. We would also ex-
pect latency to engagement to be related to
temperamental approach and fearful inhibi-
tion systems, and have evidence of this in de-
velopmental studies (Rothbart, 1988).

Positive affect is also related to young
children’s sustained engagement. Spangler
(1989) studied 24-month-old toddlers’ play,
and reported that the emotional quality of
the child’s play experience was related to the
child’s persistence. When children showed
expressions of positive affect, either alone or
with their mother, they remained engaged in
an activity for longer periods of time. In our
laboratory, Denise Chu found that 13-
month-olds who smiled more than other in-
fants also sustained interest in a toy for a
longer period; infants who showed more dis-
tress during play maintained interest in a toy
for a shorter time. We gauged interest
through the amount of time the child main-
tained attention in a small toy, before push-
ing the object away or discarding it on two
occasions. These findings suggested that
positive and negative affect are also related
to sustaining and terminating engagement.

In a replication sample, we found that, af-
ter adding criteria for termination of engage-
ment to include the child’s attempting to
give the toy to the parent or experimenter,
hiding the toy, or visually disengaging from
the toy for more than 10 seconds, 13-
month-old infants who were engaged with
the toy longer once again smiled more
(Hwang, 1999). Smiling was related to ac-
tive involvement, that is, the duration of
time spent manipulating the toy while look-
ing at it, and not to the duration of visual
orientation toward the toy without manipu-
lation. These children showed little negative
affect, so we were unable to relate it to their
engagement with toys.

Ruff (1986) noted that manipulative play
can be decomposed into exploratory and
nonexploratory activity, and found that only
during exploration is the infant gathering in-
formation about an object, its properties,
and functions. She defined exploratory ac-
tivity as focused visual inspection of an ob-
ject, accompanied by its manual explora-
tion, and nonexploratory activity as looking
or manipulation alone. Only visual-manipu-
lative activity, which we found to be linked
to positive affect, was found to reflect active
intake of information and learning, while
other types of behaviors were not (Ruff &

Dubiner, 1987; Ruff & Saltarelli, 1993;
Ruff, Saltarelli, Capozzoli, & Dubiner,
1992).

Shiner (1998) defined mastery motivation
as a disposition to be “motivated by curios-
ity or interest, take great pleasure in master-
ing their environments, and prefer challeng-
ing tasks to easy ones” (p. 323). Shiner notes
that mastery motivation may be seen as an
effectance-motivational aspect of Tellegen’s
(1985) positive emotionality system:

. tapping a person’s tendency to approach
situations and tasks with enthusiasm and zest.
From this perspective, achievement is distin-
guished from behavioral control and discipline
(Watson & Clark, 1992). ... Persistence and
mastery motivation may represent two distinc-
tive but related personality dimensions, with
persistence primarily tapping behavioral con-
trol and mastery motivation primarily tapping
positive emotionality. (Shiner, 1998, p. 324)

We would argue, however, that Surgency-
Extraversion as reflected in positive affect,
also makes a contribution to sustained at-
tention.

Positive moods have also been related to
mastery motivation in adult subjects. Erez
and Isen (2002) manipulated mood state to
create positive and neutral conditions, and
found that positive affect facilitated motiva-
tion and performance on an anagrams task,
with participants in the positive mood state
performing better, showing more persis-
tence, and reporting higher levels of motiva-
tion. A second study suggested that positive
affect may influence motivation through the
participants’ expectancies and evaluations.
Participants in the positive affect condition
were more likely to have high levels of ex-
pectancy for and higher evaluations of re-
ward. The conclusion from these studies is
that participants in a positive affect state
have enhanced expectations about goals, the
factors instrumental in reaching those goals,
and the probability of achieving those goals,
that differ from participants in a neutral af-
fect state. Surgent-Extraverted individuals,
who are more prone to experience positive
moods (Tellegen, 1985), might be more
likely to experience these enhanced evalua-
tions.

Mastery motivation can be sustained by
children’s experiences of reward or
nonpunishment in achievement situations
(Harter, 1980), and there is also likely to be
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intrinsic pleasure in performance of chal-
lenging tasks. With age, however, children’s
responses move from simply taking direct
pleasure in mastering tasks to experiencing
concerns about the results of their efforts
and the evaluation of others based on those
results. Goals of significant others may be-
come internalized. Affect is still critically im-
portant to mastery motivation, but it is now
at least partially mediated by children’s
views of how others evaluate their perfor-
mance, and by children’s related ego-in-
volvement, self-evaluation, and sense of
competence (Harter, 1980).

Shiner (2000) studied a sample of third-
through sixth-grade children (8-12 years
old) who were later seen at 15-19 years and
17-23 years. She found that parent-reported
extraversion predicted social competence
both concurrently and late in adolescence.
Academic achievement in childhood was
also predicted positively from the child’s
concurrent surgent—extraversion, but the
correlation did not hold when IQ was con-
trolled. High school and college academic
achievement, on the other hand, was nega-
tively related to earlier surgent—extraversion.
Shiner suggests that more surgent individu-
als may have more impulses that require re-
straint during later but possibly not earlier
schooling. These results are very interesting
because they suggest that Surgency-Ex-
traversion may be more of a liability for
school competence in later educational set-
tings.

Summary

From infancy, positive affect is related to the
approach motivation of young children, in-
cluding selection of high stimulus intensity,
activity, engagement, and sustained involve-
ment in activities. The relation between in-
terest and involvement will continue, but as
development proceeds, children will be less
affected by their reactivity to the immediate
situation, and more affected by long-term
rewards and ego-related goals influenced
strongly by socialization.

Fear, Effectance, and Mastery Motivation

One subcomponent of temperamental Nega-
tive Affectivity is fear. The fear system is re-
lated to avoidance or inhibition of action in
settings that are novel, threaten punishment,

or are evolutionarily prepared, as in fear of
snakes or the dark (Gray, 1971). Because indi-
vidual differences in temperament include
fear or behavioral inhibition, as well as ap-
proach or incentive motivation, fear, too, is
likely to form an early building block for the
development of effectance and mastery moti-
vation. Although excellent models have been
put forward for thinking about the
development of effectance through social
learning, such as that of Susan Harter (1978),
they tend to stress the influence of reward and
punishment in accounting for the approach to
problems, whereas dispositions to approach
and avoid activities can also be related to indi-
vidual differences in temperament.

Late in the first year, some infants begin to
demonstrate fear in their inhibited approach
to unfamiliar and intense stimuli (Rothbart,
1988; Schaffer, 1974), and later behavioral
inhibition can be predicted by a measure of
crying and motor reactivity to stimulation at
4 months (Calkins, Fox, & Marshall, 1996;
Kagan, 1994). Fearful inhibition developing
within the first year of life allows inhibitory
control of behavior. In mastery situations,
this can not only be seen as nonapproach or
avoidance of challenge, but it also can pro-
vide the time necessary to analyze a problem
or challenge and plan the next steps of ac-
tion.

Behavioral inhibition shows considerable
stability across childhood and into adoles-
cence (Kagan, 1998). Stability of fearful in-
hibition has been found in children ages 2—4
years (Lemery, Goldsmith, Klinnert, &
Mrazek, 1999), 2-8 years (Kagan, Reznick,
& Snidman, 1988), 3-4 years to age 18
(Caspi & Silva, 1995), and 8-12 years to
early adulthood (17-24) (Gest, 1997). In
our longitudinal work, infant fear in the lab-
oratory predicted fear, sadness, and shyness,
as well as low-intensity pleasure at 7 years
(Rothbart et al., 2001). Fear did not predict
later frustration-anger but was negatively
related to later approach, impulsivity, and
aggression, suggesting that fear may be in-
volved in the control and regulation of
surgent and aggressive tendencies (Gray &
McNaughton, 1996).

More fearful infants also showed greater
empathy, guilt, and shame in childhood
(Rothbart, Ahadi et al., 1994). These find-
ings suggest that fear might be involved in
the early development of social motivation,
and in our recent work linking personality
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to temperament, James Victor and I have
found links among fear, sadness, and de-
pendency-related  behavior.  Kochanska
(1995, 1997) has also found that tempera-
mental fearfulness predicts emerging con-
science development in preschool-age chil-
dren. Fearful children whose mothers made
use of gentle socialization techniques devel-
oped particularly highly internalized con-
science, demonstrating an interaction be-
tween temperament and socialization in the
development of internal control. Later in de-
velopment, attentionally based effortful con-
trol becomes more influential in the opera-
tion of children’s conscience (Kochanska,
Murray, & Harlan, 2000).

Children who show strong approach ten-
dencies and are also fearful can inhibit ap-
proach tendencies when they might lead to
negative outcomes. Because anxiety is linked
to enhanced attention to threats (Derryberry
& Reed, 1994, 1996; Vasey, Daleiden, Wil-
liams, & Brown, 1995), fear may enhance
sensitivity to potential negative events and
allow the child to avoid problems. On the
other hand, extreme fear may lead to prob-
lems with r1g1d overcontrol of behavior, as
reflected in the Blocks’ description of
overcontrolled patterns that can limit posi-
tive experiences (Block & Block, 1980;
Kremen & Block, 1998). Thus, the dimen-
sion of fearfulness within the first year of life
allows the first major control system of
behavior, a reactive one.

Blair (2003) developed a parent report
version of a Behavioral Activation System
(BAS) and the Behavioral Inhibition System
(BIS) questionnaire to use in assessing 4-
year-olds in Head Start programs. He found
that BIS scores were positively related to
teacher reports of social competence in the
children; both BIS and BAS scores were re-
lated to less behavior on-task. In this in-
stance, the BIS was related to both a social
competence variable and the tendency to
disengage from an activity. It would be inter-
esting to determine whether BIS and BAS
tendencies are related to disengagement in
possibly different ways. According to Gray’s
(1971) fear = frustration hypothesis, chil-
dren high in the BIS may become discour-
aged more easily, whereas children high in
the BAS may simply find other activities
more tempting.

Elliot and Harackiewicz (1996) separated
performance goals into two independent

components—approach and avoidance ori-

entations,  distinguishing  between an
orientation toward attaining competence
and an orientation toward avoiding incom-
petence. Two experiments were designed to
compare performance between adults in ap-
proach versus avoidance conditions. Partici-
pants were asked to solve a puzzle, with in-
structions stressing the possibility of either
success or failure. Those in the performance-
avoidance condition (failure) instruction
performed less well and were less cognitively
involved in the task than those in the ap-
proach (reward) condition. It was concluded
that performance goals aimed at avoiding
incompetence can undermine intrinsic moti-
vation.

In a second set of studies, Elliot and
Thrash (2002) used a variety of approach-
related and avoidance-related temperament
measures in a factor-analytic investigation.
Measures of positive emotionality, the BAS,
and extraversion loaded on an Approach
Temperament factor, and a measure of nega-
tive emotionality, the BIS, and neuroticism
loaded on an Avoidance Temperament fac-
tor. Approach temperament measures were
related to mastery goals (e.g., “I desire to
completely master the material presented in
this class”) and to performance approach
(e.g., “It is important for me to do well,
compared to others in this class”) Avoidance
temperament measures were related to both
performance approach and performance
avoidance (e.g., “I just want to avoid doing
poorly in this class”). Thus, approach tem-
perament was related to approach goals, but
avoidance temperament was related to both
approach and avoidance. The authors re-
ferred to the latter as a “valence override”
process, in which avoidant individuals ap-
proach normative performance, presumably
to avoid failure. This is an important point,
because in this instance, avoidant motiva-
tion is related to approach. Thus, similar be-
haviors may be differently motivated. The
development of effortful control will in-
creasingly allow this kind of flexible applica-
tion of motivation.

Fear and Ego-Related Anxiety

As the child’s perception of self develops
during infancy and the preschool years, it is
useful to distinguish between early-appear-
ing temperamental fearfulness—shyness and
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ego-related anxiety. Temperamental disposi-
tions toward fear are seen in children’s inhi-
bition of excitement and approach toward
new situations and challenges. In addition,
however, low and vulnerable evaluation of
the self can lead children with a wide range
of temperamental endowments to become
anxious about the possibility of failure and/
or to resist evidence that they have failed (cf.
Ausubel, 1996; Ausubel, Sullivan, & Ives,
1980). Evaluative reactions may be potenti-
ated by temperamental fearfulness. Harter
(1980), for example, reported rudimentary
signs of fearful children’s decreased interest
in challenging tasks and behavioral with-
drawal when scrutinized and evaluated by
others. Longitudinal studies of the develop-
ment of avoidant styles that take tempera-
ment into account will be very helpful for
the future.

Values of autonomous achievement, forth-
rightness, and consistency between public
and private selves are reported by adults in
the United States (Harter, 1998). These ego
values have traditionally varied for girls and
boys, with individual success being more im-
portant for boys, and social approval and
physical attractiveness being more impor-
tant for girls, although these may be chang-
ing. As children develop representations of
self, their vulnerability and anxiety about
failure in these valued areas increases
(Harter, 1998). Children’s temperamental
susceptibility to fear would be likely to po-
tentiate these reactions, but at least equally
important will be societal pressures for suc-
cessful performance as perceived by the
child, and socially based, as well as person-
ally based, evaluations of the child’s behav-
ior.

This brings us to socialization-based sec-
ondary motivations. In addition to the pri-
mary motivations that are related to temper-
ament and to bodily needs, such as thirst
and hunger, these secondary motivations
come to organize the life of the developing
individual. The goals valued by the parent
and society (e.g., attractiveness, wealth, or
achievement) become part of the structure of
self in the socialized child. In addition, the
child develops attempts at self-defense when
these are threatened. These systems have
motivational properties and sometimes be-
come functionally autonomous (Allport,
1937, 1961). Children whose feelings of

self-worth are strongly linked to their indi-
vidual performance, in part because they
view their parents’ love and acceptance as
contingent on it, will be more anxious about
the possibility of failure than children who
achieve satisfaction more directly from pa-
rental acceptance (Ausubel, 1996). In addi-
tion, feelings of inferiority, based on social
and personal evaluations, may lead to defen-
sive positions of vanity, envy, avarice, hate,
seclusiveness, and timidity (Adler, 1946).
Ryan, Connell, and Grolnick (1992)
developed a theory relating internaliza-
tion to self-regulation. Internalization occurs
through the development of internal regula-
tion, redirecting or suppressing behavioral
urges. “Internalization processes are thus
relevant to all behavior and regulations
whose occurrence initially depended upon
extrinsic incentives” (p. 172). The role of in-
ternalization is important in school adjust-
ment and societal achievement, because
these areas involve many situations that are
not intrinsically motivating. The authors de-
scribed three types of self-regulatory styles:
external regulation, introjected regulation,
and identification. Identifications are inter-
esting, because they can serve a self-protec-
tive function and can motivate the child to
emulate the identification figure. Teachers
and parents play critical roles in the develop-
ment of self-regulation and internalization,
through supporting autonomy, and provid-
ing structure and positive involvement.
Temperamental tendencies to fearfulness
will contribute to ego-related anxiety reac-
tions, but under social pressures, even a tem-
peramentally positive and approaching child
can become vulnerable to anxiety about the
possibility of failure, and reactions to feel-
ings of inferiority may be displayed in ac-
tions that seem to be their opposite (e.g.,
arrogance and self-importance). The goals (and
related rewards and threats) with which the
self is organized may be seen as personality
or ego structures. In Block’ (2002) terms,
“Personality structures are marshaled to give
priority to avoidance of immediate threats
to the viability of the individual. With that
constraint, the system is further disposed to
gratify the individual and enhance long term
viability” (p. 183). In addition, ego-involved
children will be subject to the frustration,
avoidance, and depression related to de-
creased self-evaluations (Harter, 1998).
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Going beyond temperament, individuals will
differ in their degree of commitment to
higher order ego-related structures, includ-
ing self-concepts, goals, identifications, and
investments in others, creating opportunities
for both rewards and anxiety (Block, 2002).
In the development of these processes, tem-
perament will be one of several influences,
and longitudinal study of the development
of these personality processes is needed.

Important longitudinal research has been
done relating early temperament and peer
experience to developmental outcomes. In
Asendorpf’s (1990) research on children’s
shyness and behavioral inhibition in the
classroom, children who, at time of school
entry, showed fear of strangers (in our
terms, early-appearing shyness) were behav-
iorally inhibited in the classroom early in the
year, but by the end of the year were likely
to have made an adjustment to the class set-
ting. Other children, however, who were not
initially inhibited, became more inhibited
during the course of the school year and in-
creasingly isolated from others (secondary
shyness). Asendorpf suggests that this later
developing shyness is likely to develop in
children who have behaved in ways that led
to rejection from their peers. In Asendorpf
and van Aken’s (1994) follow-up of these
children, early-appearing shyness (stranger
fear) was not the major predictor of later
self-esteem; the children likely to develop
lower self-esteem were those with the later
developing or secondary shyness.

It is important to note, however, that
Asendorpf’s research was conducted in Ger-
man schools. Cross-cultural research sug-
gests that the value of outgoing versus shy
behavior differs from one cultural group to
another, and in the United States, early-ap-
pearing shyness may create more problems
of adjustment than it would in Germany.
However, Asendorpf’s findings suggest that
punishment from peers and others that dis-
courages the child’s attempts at acceptance
may be at least as important as initial tem-
perament in the development of problems
with self-esteem and general adjustment.

Summary

Temperamental fear, developing late in the
first year, is related to inhibited approach
and to a tendency to avoid or withdraw

from exciting or potentially punishing situa-
tions. As the child’s perception of self
develops, however, new vulnerabilities to
threat become available, so that even chil-
dren who are not temperamentally inhibited
may show ego-related anxiety. In turn, this
anxiety may promote paradoxical approach
or defensive activity.

EFFORTFUL CONTROL
AND SELF-REGULATION

Approach-related motivation and fear are
both reactive dispositions, yet we know that
we can also sometimes approach the things
we fear and avoid the things that can reward
us. How does this come about? In Elliot and
Thrash’s (2002) model, cognitive goals are
posited to provide this possibility. However,
these authors do not identify psychological
processes that would support the pursuit of
longer term goals in overcoming reactive
temperament. We (Posner & Rothbart,
1998; Rothbart & Bates, 1998) have pro-
posed that individual differences in effortful
control, based on development of the execu-
tive attention system, provide one important
kind of flexibility for the developing child.
In the view we have developed in this
chapter, early approach versus avoidance or
disengagement will be shaped by the infants’
surgent—extraverted and fearful dispositions.
During the second year, language and in-
creasing impulse control become available to
the child. There is also increasing under-
standing of the self as a separate entity in
potential control of events, and the 2-year-
old often forcibly attempts to influence ob-
jects and others. Attempts to exercise con-
trol in a world that often does not allow it
will be a lifelong enterprise (Adler, 1946).
However, children of this age have few self-
regulatory skills and little patience. When
their expectations are not met, they fre-
quently respond with anger and may cry or
show temper tantrums (Kopp, 1992).
Bronson (2000) notes the toddler’s increas-
ing awareness of the possibility of control;
the actual skill of consciously controlling
one’s behavior will be developing during the
preschool and school years, with the capaci-
ties of effortful control. We have suggested
that these changes will be related to develop-
ment of the executive attention system and
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demonstrated in the child’s exercise of
effortful control (Rothbart & Posner, 2001).

The broad dimension of Effortful Control
was identified in parent report measures of
temperament in childhood, including inhibi-
tory control, attentional focusing and shift-
ing, perceptual sensitivity, and low-intensity
pleasure (Rothbart & Bates, 1998), and in a
review of the literature on temperament and
development (Rothbart, 1989). There is evi-
dence that effortful control is related to the
efficiency of executive attention, including
the ability to perform effectively in a conflict
situation that requires the child to inhibit a
dominant response and/or activate a
subdominant response, to plan, and to de-
tect errors (Posner & Rothbart, 1998;
Rothbart, Derryberry, et al, 1994).
Kochanska et al. (2000) have characterized
the construct of effortful control as being
“situated at the intersection of the tempera-
ment and behavioral regulation literatures”
(p. 220).

Effortful Control and Executive Attention

Our hypothesis that executive attention
might underlie effortful control was initially
supported by correlations among attentional
focusing, attentional shifting, and inhibitory
control in self-reports of adults (Derryberry
& Rothbart, 1988). We then investigated
the early development of attentional control
under conflict conditions (Gerardi-Caulton,
2000; Posner & Rothbart, 1998, 2000). A
basic measure of executive attention is the
Stroop task, in which subjects report the
color of ink in which a word is written,
when the color word (e.g., red) might con-
flict with the ink color (e.g., blue). Adult
brain-imaging studies have found a variety
of Stroop-like tasks to activate a midline
brain structure in the anterior cingulate
gyrus, which has been associated with other
executive attention activities (Bush, Luu, &
Posner, 2000). Because young children do
not read, we developed a marker task to as-
sess executive attention in young children by
creating a conflict between the identity of an
object and its location. Performance on this
task demonstrated considerable improve-
ment between 27 and 36 months of age
(Gerardi-Caulton, 2000). Children who per-
formed well on the task were also described
by their parents as more skilled at atten-

tional control, less impulsive, and less prone
to frustration, and adults given this task
showed increased cingulate activation (Fan,
Flombaum, McCandliss, Thomas, & Posner,
2003).

We also developed and tested a children’s
version of the Attention Network Test
(Rueda, Posner, & Rothbart, 2004). Em-
ploying this measure, we found that execu-
tive attention skills developed strongly be-
tween 4 and 7 years of age. Diamond and
Taylor (1996) had previously evaluated per-
formance of children between 3% and 7
years old in a tapping test developed by
Luria (1961). They found steady improve-
ment in both accuracy and speed on the tap-
ping test over the ages 3%~7. Most of the
improvement occurred by age 6 years, with
the 7-year-old group showing an accuracy
rate close to 100%.

We recently assessed toddlers at 24, 30,
and 36 months of age, using the spatial con-
flict task that we had used to mark develop-
ment of executive attention (Rothbart, Ellis,
Rueda, & Posner, 2003). We replicated a
significant improvement on the task with in-
creasing age. Children who showed greater
skill at the task were also rated by their par-
ents as having relatively higher levels of
effortful control and lower levels of negative
affectivity. In an as-yet-unpublished analysis,
the children completed a block tower-build-
ing task and a nested cup-stacking task, both
of which involve skills such as task orienta-
tion, error detection and correction, and
goal completion. Scores for the two tasks
were combined to form a composite mea-
sure of volitional skills and compared to
parent-report temperament scores within
each age group.

At age 24 months, scores on the volitional
skills composite were positively related to
parent-reported effortful control, and nega-
tively related to both surgency and negative
affect. At 30 months, composite scores were
negatively related to impulsivity and, at a
trend level, negatively related to surgency. At
36 months, composite scores showed a ten-
dency to be positively related to attention fo-
cusing. These results suggest that emerging
self-regulation may play an important role
in the development of volitional skills, al-
lowing a child greater control, as he or she
waits or searches for appropriate opportuni-
ties to act, resists distractions, detects and
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corrects errors, overcomes obstacles, and
completes a goal. As these skills become
practiced with age, however, they may occur
more automatically, making their combina-
tion with other skills directed toward goal-
related competencies possible.

Kochanska et al. (2000) developed a bat-
tery of laboratory-based effortful control
tasks for children between ages 22 months
and S years. Beginning at age 2%, children’s
performance showed considerable consis-
tency across tasks, indicating that they were
measuring a common underlying capacity.
Children showed improvement in their per-
formance on the battery but were also re-
markably stable in their individual perfor-
mance over time, with correlations ranging
from .44 for the youngest children (22-33
months) to .59 from 32 to 46 months, to .65
from 46 to 66 months.

Olson, Bates, Sandy, and Schilling (2002)
found that parent—child interaction, child
temperament, and cognitive competence in
toddlerhood all significantly predicted varia-
tions in children’s later self-regulatory capa-
bilities. Olson et al. tested for individual
differences in children’s self-regulatory com-
petence using laboratory tests and observa-
tions. The toddler temperament predictor of
later lower competence was the measure of
disengagement, “a behavioral index of unoc-
cupied ‘wandering’ during a two-hour home
visit” (p. 443). The authors speculate that
“toddlers who manifest high levels of behav-
ioral disengagement may be showing early
difficulties with the organization and de-
ployment of attention, a construct labeled
‘effortful control’ by Rothbart and her asso-
ciates (Rothbart & Bates, 1998)” (p. 443).

Additional evidence for stability of
effortful control has been found in research
by Mischel and his colleagues (Mischel,
Shoda, & Peake, 1988; Shoda, Mischel, &
Peake, 1990). Preschoolers were measured
on their ability to wait for a delayed treat
that was preferable to a readily accessible
but less preferred treat. Delay of gratifica-
tion in seconds predicted later parent-re-
ported attentiveness, concentration, compe-
tence, planfullness, and intelligence, when
the children had become adolescents. Pre-
schoolers better able to delay gratification
were also later seen as having better self-
control and an increased ability to deal with
stress, frustration, and temptation. Seconds

of preschool delay also predicted academ-
ic competence in Scholastic Aptitude Test
(SAT) scores, even when controlling for in-
telligence. In follow-up studies, preschool
delay behavior predicted goal-setting and
self-regulatory abilities when the partici-
pants reached their early 30s (Ayduk et al.,
2000), suggesting remarkable continuity in
self-regulatory tendencies.

Effortful control plays an important
role in the development of conscience, with
greater internalized conscience in children
high in effortful control (Kochanska,
Murray, & Coy, 1997; Kochanska, Murray,
Jacques, Koenig, & Vandegeest, 1996;
Kochanska et al., 2000). Thus, both the re-
active temperamental control system of fear
and the attentionally based system of
effortful control appear to regulate the de-
velopment of conscientious thought and
behavior, with the influence of fear found
earlier in development. At Oregon, we
found that 6- to 7-year-old children high in
effortful control were high in empathy
and guilt-shame, and low in aggressiveness
(Rothbart, Ahadi, et al., 1994). Effortful
control may support empathy by allowing
children to attend to the other person’s con-
dition instead of focusing only on their own
sympathetic  distress. Eisenberg, Fabes,
Nyman, Bernzweig, and Pinulas (1994)
found that 4- to 6-year-old boys with good
attentional control dealt with anger using
nonhostile verbal methods rather than overt
aggression.

Although effortful control is a fairly re-
cent addition to the conceptual domain of
temperament, it is proving to be a funda-
mental one. Eisenberg and Fabes (1992), for
example, proposed a model in which emo-
tionality and regulation combine or interact
to affect social behavior. The model distin-
guishes between emotion regulation, in
which attention and cognition act to regu-
late internal states and processes, and behav-
ioral regulation, involving inhibition or
activation of emotion-related behavior.
Eisenberg et al. (1996) examined K-3 chil-
dren, measuring both negative emotionality
and a composite measure of attentional reg-
ulation. Eisenberg et al. (1997) also exam-
ined socially competent (socially appropriate
and prosocial) behaviors in the same sample.
At all levels of emotional intensity, children
high in regulation exhibited higher levels of
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social competence. However, this relation-
ship was strongest for children higher in
general emotional intensity. In addition,
attentional control was related to resiliency
but was particularly important for children
prone to negative affect.

Another aspect of effortful control is the
ability to persist at a task. Bramlett, Scott,
and Rowell (2000) looked at relationships
among temperament, social skills, academic
competence, and reading and math achieve-
ment in first-grade children. Teacher ratings
of persistence and approach-withdrawal
and parent ratings of activity on the Temper-
ament Assessment Battery (Martin, Drew,
Gaddis, & Moseley, 1988) were used to pre-
dict academic competence. Teachers also
completed the Social Skills Rating System
(Gresham & Elliott, 1990) as a measure of
children’s social skills in school. The chil-
dren’s temperament, particularly their per-
sistence, predicted academic competence,
and teacher ratings of behavior were better
predictors of classroom behavior and aca-
demic status than parent ratings.

Effortful control adds an important self-
regulatory dimension to the domain of tem-
perament. Going beyond the historical mod-
els described earlier that find us moved
chiefly by affect or arousal, effortful control
allows us to resist the immediate influence of
affect. Effortful control allows us to either
approach situations we fear or resist actions
we desire in a flexible way. We expect, how-
ever, that the efficiency of effortful control
will depend on the strength of the dominant
response. Our only predictor of effortful
control from infancy, given that we could
not directly measure this system during the
early months, was the speed with which chil-
dren grasped high-intensity toys in the labo-
ratory (Rothbart et al., 2000). Those who
grasped the toys quickly showed higher
impulsivity, anger—frustration, and aggres-
sion at 7 years, and tended to be lower in
attentional and inhibitory control. We have
suggested that strong approach tendencies
may constrain the application of effortful
control (Rothbart et al., 2000). If we use an
analogy of approach tendencies as the “ac-
celerator,” and inhibition tendencies, both
fear and inhibiting aspects of effortful con-
trol, as the “brakes” on behavior and emo-
tional expression, stronger acceleration
would be expected to weaken the braking

influence of fear and effortful inhibitory
control.

Effortful control can support both the in-
ternalization of competence-related goals
and their achievement. Effortful control is
also involved in the inhibition of immediate
approach, with the goal of a larger reward
later, in Block’s (2002) “hedonism of the fu-
ture.” It is also related to the activation of
behavior that would otherwise not be per-
formed due to threatened punishment. In
general, it allows the person to act “on prin-
ciple.” In this and most cases, effortful con-
trol is not a basic motivation, but rather the
means to effectively satisfying desired ends.
It is similar to the attentional capacities un-
derlying Block’s construct of ego resiliency,
which allows for the flexible ability to shift
levels of control depending on the situation.
In Block’s view, “The problem of psycholog-
ical development is to move toward resil-
iency, or, less optimally, to find a life recess
wherein resiliency is not seriously or contin-
uously required” (p. 185).

Summary

Effortful control, based upon the develop-
ment of executive attention in the preschool
and early school years, provides both a basis
for competent action and the ability to act
or withhold action now, in the pursuit of fu-
ture outcomes. Effortful control may be
viewed as a means to motivationally appro-
priate ends. It also likely contributes to the
development of differentiated ego structures
creating additional, secondary sources of
motivation.

DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

As in many areas of temperament research,
making links between early individual differ-
ences and the development of competence
and motivation has only just begun. As sug-
gested in this chapter, research tracing ap-
proach, fear, and effortful control, as well as
anger, sadness, and overstimulation, in the
development of personality, will be essential
in our coming to understand children’s ad-
aptation. In addition, we need to come to
understand how temperamentally based mo-
tivation develops into ego structures and
secondary motivation, as well as the de-
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fenses that support them. This developmen-
tal research will, of necessity, employ tem-
perament measures. Temperament controls
will also be important additions to interven-
tion studies. Overall, we wish to support the
development of competence in all children,
realizing that some adaptations that are
helpful to children in the short term may not
be adaptive in later development. Additional
longitudinal research on the development of
ego structures in relation to temperament
can make essential contributions toward our
understanding in this area.
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AFFECTIVE DEVELOPMENT IN EARLY CHILDHOOD

CHAPTER 11

™R

The Development
of Self-Conscious Emotions

MICHAEL LEWIS
MARGARET WOLAN SULLIVAN

y the second and third years of life,
Byoung children show a wide range of
emotional behaviors and facial expressions.
From these observable surface changes in
face, gaze, body, voice, and activity, chil-
dren’s emotions can be inferred. Because
emotional behavior, including facial expres-
sions, is present from birth or shortly there-
after, and because young children may not
spontaneously or easily mask or inhibit their
emotional behaviors and expressions, ob-
servable behaviors provide important clues
to children’s emotional state and, therefore,
their motivation. Based on these expressions
and behaviors, as well as on children’s cog-
nitive development, we have suggested that
by 3 years of age, the full complement of hu-
man emotions exists, although emotional
experience, and possibly emotional state, is
likely to become more elaborated through-
out life (Lewis, 1992; Lewis & Michalson,
1983).

In this chapter, we are concerned with
young children’s emotional development
with regard to the self-conscious evaluative
emotions, in particular, of shame, embar-
rassment, and pride. Individual differences

185

in these particular emotions are related to
individual differences in children’s self-
cognitions, including their beliefs about
themselves, their performance, and ulti-
mately, their competence. While the self-
conscious evaluative emotions may not be
unique to the human species, in humans,
these self-conscious evaluative emotions
have an important role in children’s motiva-
tion, social competence, and adjustment.
The chapter begins with our working model
of emotional development, followed by a
discussion of some sources of individual
variation in the self-conscious evaluative
emotions. Finally, we present some data on
the relation of self-conscious evaluative
emotions to self-cognitions related to perfor-
mance appraisals, including attributions
about personal success and failure.

A MODEL OF
EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT

In the model we have articulated, the human
emotions emerge by age 3 (see Figure 11.1).
The initial emotions, sometimes referred to
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Birth

COGNITIVE CAPACITY:
CONSCIOUSNESS
Self-Recognition

SELF-CONSCIOUS EMOTIONS

Exposure Embarrassment
Empathy
Jealousy

Pride
Shame

3 yrs old

SELF-CONSCIOUS EVALUATIVE EMOTIONS

Evaluative Embarrassment

PRIMARY _EMOT]ONS:- Bipolar Core - Basic Emotions

COGNITIVE CAPACITIES
Standards, rules
and goals ---
Basic Evaluative
Judgments

FIGURE 11.1. A model of the development of human emotions from birth to age 3, showing the influ-
ence of cognitive capacities on the development of self-conscious emotions.

as primary or basic emotions, either exist at
birth or appear within the first half-year of
life. With the emergence of consciousness,
the first class of self-conscious emotions ap-
pear; we have labeled them the “self-con-
scious exposure emotions.” These include
empathy, jealousy, and exposure embarrass-
ment. Following further cognitive growth,
the second class of self-conscious evaluative
emotions appears. These evaluative emo-
tions include shame, guilt, and pride. This
sequence in emotional development is sup-
ported by the development of a variety of
emerging cognitive capacities.

The Primary Emotions

Since there is no language in this period,
emotion expressions and behaviors, ob-
served in context, are used to infer
emotional states (Lewis, 1992; Lewis
& Michalson, 1983). Following Bridges
(1932), Lewis and Michalson (1983) as-
sumed that the newborn has a bipolar emo-

tional life. At one extreme, there is general-
ized negative affect or distress, marked by
crying, a variety of negative facial expres-
sions, irritability, and nonresponsiveness to
environmental stimulation. At the other ex-
treme, there is contentment, marked by sati-
ation and responsiveness to the environ-
ment. From the beginning of life, quiet
attention—or receptivity to stimulation of
low-to-moderate intensity—is present when
the infant is awake. Interest expressions are
the most common expressions of infants and
adults, because the central nervous system
appears to rest or “idle” in this mildly posi-
tive, awake, and potentially receptive state
(Cacioppo & Gardner, 1999). We choose to
separate this interest state from the positive
and negative states, resulting in a tripartite
division, with pleasure, distress, and interest
as separate dimensions. From this core set
comes the set of early emotions called pri-
mary or basic by Izard (1978) and Tomkins
(1962, 1963). These include joy, sadness,
surprise, anger, and fear. Each of these emo-
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tions has a characteristic set of facial move-
ments, which are displayed early in life.

In most, if not all, of the basic emotions,
cognitive processes have a role, although the
amount and level of processing is limited. In
the case of joy, sadness, and surprise, the
recognition of the familiar versus the novel,
or at least change from the expected, seems
to be required. Since the time of Darwin
(1872/1965), anger has been associated with
unique action patterns designed to overcome
an obstacle to a goal (Lewis, Alessandri, &
Sullivan, 1990). This implies that anger re-
quires the ability to perceive some relation
between an action and a goal, a skill
described as means—ends understanding
(Piaget, 1952). Fear, as previously discussed,
requires memory, the ability to make com-
parisons, and possibly prior experience of
threat, although some fears may be innate
(Ohman & Mineka, 2003). Thus, while
some cognitive processes play a role in elicit-
ing basic emotions, they will play a major
and critical role in the class of emotions that
we have called the self-conscious emotions
(Lewis, 1992; Lewis & Michalson, 1983;
Lewis, Sullivan, Stanger, & Weiss, 1989).

The Self-Conscious Emotions

The critical cognitive development under-
pinning the emergence of all self-conscious
emotions is objective self-awareness, or ex-
plicit consciousness. The emergence of this
skill relies on a new cognitive capacity, one
that Lewis (1992, 2003) calls “explicit con-
sciousness,” or the mental state of “me.”
The emergence of explicit consciousness is
indexed by self-referential behavior, such as
the use of the personal pronouns “my,”
“me,” or “mine,” mirror self-recognition,
and pretend play (Lewis & Ramsay, 1999).
Self-referential capacity emerges sometime
in the second half of the second year of life,
typically between 15 and 24 months of age
(Lewis & Brooks-Gunn, 1979). Explicit
consciousness gives rise to a new class of
emotions, which is called the “self-conscious
emotions.” These include self-conscious ex-
posure emotions such as embarrassment,
envy, and empathy, as well as the class of
self-conscious evaluative emotions (Lewis,
1992). Although there is limited work on the
development of the self-conscious emotions,
Lewis et al. (1989) have shown that this

class of emotions emerges only after self-rec-
ognition appears. The observation of self-
conscious emotions requires the presence of
not only a facial expression but also bodily
and vocal behavior. In Darwin’s analysis,
blushing was a species-specific physiologi-
cal response indicating self-consciousness.
Blushing, however, may occur with any of
these self-conscious emotions; conversely,
these emotions may occur without blushing.
Whereas the primary emotions can be ob-
served in unique facial configurations, none
of the self-conscious emotions has a unique
facial expression. For example, exposure
embarrassment, the earliest self-conscious
emotion, is indexed by partially suppressed
or tense smiling or giggling, indirect or re-
cursive eye contact, and anxious touching of
the face and body (Lewis et al., 1989; Lewis
& Ramsay, 1999).

Thus, by 3 years of age, the emotional life
of the child has become highly differenti-
ated, complex, and includes the self-con-
scious emotions (Lewis, 1992). While the
emotional life of the 3-year-old will continue
to grow and be sculpted by further socializa-
tion, the basic elements of human emotional
life are in place. In particular, the self-con-
scious evaluative emotions, reflecting the
child’s self-appraisals of competence, are im-
portant motivators of behavior.

Self-Conscious Exposure Emotions

When consciousness emerges, emotions re-
lated to attending to oneself become possi-
ble. Emotions that require this cognitive ca-
pacity, but not self-evaluation, constitute
this class of self-conscious emotions. For ex-
ample, embarrassment emerges and can be
seen as early as 15 months. However, there
are two forms of embarrassment: exposure
and evaluative embarrassment (Lewis, 1992;
Lewis & Ramsay, 2002). Exposure embar-
rassment emerges first, while evaluative em-
barrassment appears later. Exposure embar-
rassment occurs only after self-recognition
and appears in contexts characterized by be-
ing the object of others’ attention (Lewis,
Stanger, Sullivan, & Barone, 1991; Lewis et
al., 1989). Lewis et al. (1991) have shown
that being praised lavishly, pointed at, or
asked to perform for others all elicit expo-
sure embarrassment provided that self-rec-
ognition has emerged. Interestingly, expo-
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sure embarrassment does not lead to
increases in stress. Evaluative embarrass-
ment, however, does. Cortisol, a stress-re-
lated hormone, increases when children
show embarrassment caused by the evalua-
tion of their behavior. Evaluative embarrass-
ment may be a mild form of shame (Lewis,
2000; Lewis & Ramsay, 2002).

Empathy, too, emerges only after objec-
tive self-recognition (Bischof-Kohler, 1991;
Halperin, 1989). What appears to be empa-
thy earlier may be only the eliciting of an
emotion through contagion; for example,
the sound of an infant crying prompts an-
other infant also to cry. Only after children
achieve consciousness can they understand
how another is feeling, because they can put
themselves in the role of the other. Jealousy
has not been studied extensively, but it ap-
pears to emerge at about the time of self-rec-
ognition (Lewis & Michalson, 1983).

Self-Conscious Evaluative Emotions

Figure 11.1 shows that a second class of self-
conscious emotions emerges between ages
24 and 30 months. These later emerging
self-conscious emotions require additional,
more elaborate sets of cognitive capacities,
all of which involve evaluation of one’s
behavior, thus the name, self-conscious
evaluative emotions. These emotions require
capacities that include the ability to acquire
and remember standards, rules, and goals
(SRGs) to evaluate one’s actions and behav-
ior with reference to them, and to make
judgments about personal responsibility for
success and failure. This new set of skills has
profound implications for not only emo-
tional development but also competence,
since these skills provide the emotional
backdrop for learning, achievement, and
making one’s way in the world (Stipek,
Recchia, & McClintic, 1992). The capacity
to evaluate one’s own behavior against a
standard gives rise to the self-evaluative
emotions, including pride, shame, guilt, and
others. These emotions serve to motivate
children’s subsequent behavior, thus pro-
moting further competence. For example,
the ability to feel pride motivates the child to
work harder to reexperience this emotion. In
contrast, shame, guilt, and embarrassment
motivate the child to alter his or her behav-
ior and possibly to become avoidant of peo-

ple and situations that may elicit this emo-
tion. Because the nature of the child’s evalu-
ation is critical to the emotion elicited, we
must consider the nature of these processes.

The self-conscious evaluative emotions re-
quire a set of cognitive capacities, including
the ability to evaluate one’s behavior posi-
tively or negatively in regard to learned
SRGs, to attribute responsibility for an out-
come, and to focus attention on global ver-
sus specific aspects of the self. We define
each of these evaluative processes briefly,
ending with our model of how they are re-
lated to the four major evaluative emotions.

SRGs are the information children acquire
about expected behavior through their so-
cialization in a particular society. They will
vary even within societies, among families
and social groups, across time, and among
individuals of different ages. By the second
year of life, children show rudimentary un-
derstanding about “good” and “bad” be-
haviors, suggesting that learning of SRGs is
under way (Heckhausen, 1984; Kagan,
1981; Stipek et al., 1992). SRGs may be
learned in many ways, such as observation
of others’ behavior, or more directly by ex-
plicit statements that parents or others make
about what they expect of the child in a cer-
tain context. When children compare their
behavior to a learned standard, rule, or goal,
there are two possibilities: success (i.e., posi-
tive relative to SRGs) or failure (i.e., nega-
tive relative to SRGs). If the child evaluates
his or her behavior relative to a standard
and finds that it equals or exceeds the stan-
dard, he or she judges the behavior as suc-
cessful. Likewise, if the behavior is less than
the standard, the child judges him- or herself
as failing.

Another determination is whether the
child believes that he or she is responsible
for the success or failure. In the adult attri-
bution literature, perceptions of personal
responsibility for events are thought of
as either internal or external attributions
(Weiner, 1986). Similarly, among young chil-
dren, internal attributions are those by
which the child “owns” and feels responsi-
ble, whereas external attributions are those
by which the child does not feel responsible.

The child can also focus on whether the
outcome is due to global or specific features
of the self (Beck, 1979; Lewis, 1992). Dweck
(1996) has referred to this dimension as mo-



11. Self-Conscious Emotions

tivational dispositions of “performance” as
opposed to “learning orientation.” Global
attributions refer to the tendency of an indi-
vidual to focus on the total, unchanging self
when making an evaluative judgment. Thus,
for any behavior, some individuals, some of
the time, are likely to focus on the self and
to make trait-like statements such as “I did
this because I am bad (or good).” On such
occasions, the focus of the judgment is on
the total self, both as object and subject.
This type of total self-focus is particularly
damaging, because there is no way out. The
focus is not on the individual’s behavior in a
particular place and time (a specific, unsta-
ble attribution), but on the self’s global
worth. In contrast, specific attributions refer
to the tendency of some individuals, some of
the time, to focus on the particular actions
that led to success or failure in that place
and time. Specific attributions usually make
reference to unstable factors. In this case, it
is not the total self that has done something
wrong or wonderful; instead, particular be-
haviors in a particular situation are blamed
(Janoff-Bulman, 1979). At such times, indi-
viduals will make such statements as “What
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Emotion
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Emotion

Hubris

Pride

Guilt/Regret
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I did was wrong, and I must not do it
again.” The focus in such a statement is on
the self’s specific behavior with objects or
persons and the effect of these actions.

Thus, to express self-evaluative emotions
the child must have the ability to evaluate
behavior in relation to SRGs, the ability to
assume responsibility for success or failure,
and to assess whether their success or failure
is likely to be due to global, stable aspects of
the self, or specific, changeable circum-
stances. The nature of these three evaluative
judgments is the critical elicitor of self-con-
scious evaluative emotions.

A STRUCTURAL MODEL
OF FOUR SELF-CONSCIOUS
EVALUATIVE EMOTIONS

Figure 11.2 presents our structural model,
identifying the judgments that serve as the
elicitor for each of the four self-evaluative
states (Lewis, 1992). We emphasize that this
model is symmetrical with regard to positive
and negative self-evaluative emotions, in
that it accounts for not only shame and guilt

Global

Specific

FIGURE 11.2. A model of self-evaluative processes and their relation to four self-evaluative emotions:

hubris, shame, pride, and guilt.
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in response to failure but also pride and hu-
bris, sometimes called alpha and beta pride
(Tangney, Wagner, & Gramzow, 1992) in re-
sponse to success. It also proposes that the
immediate elicitors of specific self-evaluative
emotions are the quality of self-related attri-
butions. Given the three sets of judgments
shown in Figure 11.2, the model accounts
for and distinguishes among four self-con-
scious evaluative emotional states. The im-
mediate elicitors of these emotions are the
cognitive, self-evaluative processes de-
scribed. A detailed description of the four
emotions and how their phenomenology and
action patterns are related to each of the
judgments in the structural model follows.
Shame is the product of the self’s evalua-
tion of its actions in regard to SRGs and a
global attribution. This emotion is a conse-
quence of a failure when the person accepts
responsibility for failure and there is a
global focus on the self. Shame can occur in
response to either failed moral actions or
poor achievement (Lewis, 1992). The phe-
nomenological experience of a shamed per-
son is a desire to hide, disappear, or die. It is
a highly negative, painful state that results in
the disruption of ongoing behavior, confu-
sion in thought, and inability to speak (H. B.
Lewis, 1971). This is because it is a global
indictment of the self. The action tendency
accompanying shame is a shrinking of the
body, as though to hide oneself from the
view of others, and the lowering of head and
gaze, away from social contact. Because of
the intensity of this emotional state and the
global negative evaluation of the self, all that
someone can do when shamed is attempt
somehow to be rid of it. However, people
have great difficulty dissipating this emo-
tion, and such attempts often will result in
maladaptive behavior (see Lewis, 1992).
Guilt/regret also occurs in response to ac-
cepting personal responsibility for a failure,
but it is not as intensely negative as shame,
because, with guilt, the focus of attention is
on the individual’s specific actions that re-
sulted in the failure. Because the focus of at-
tention in guilt is on specific behaviors, indi-
viduals can rid themselves of this emotion
through reparative action. Rectification of
the failure and prevention of a future reoc-
currence are the two possible corrective
paths that individuals can choose. Thus,
guilt is not the self-destroying emotion that

shame is. From a phenomenological view,
individuals are distressed by the failure, but
this feeling is directed to the specific cause or
object of the harm. The facial and gaze be-
haviors may be similar to shame, but guilt is
not associated with withdrawal or avoid-
ance. It does not lead to confusion and to
loss of action. In fact, guilt is associated with
corrective action that the individual might
(but may not necessarily) take. Whereas in
shame, the body is hunched over itself and
immobilized, in guilt, individuals typically
increase their movements, as if trying to re-
pair the action (Cole, Barrett, & Zahn-
Waxler, 1992). The marked postural differ-
ences that accompany guilt and shame are
helpful both in distinguishing these emo-
tions and in measuring individual differ-
ences.

A parallel set of processes exists for posi-
tive self-conscious evaluative emotions.
When success is perceived and the child as-
sumes internal responsibility for it, a global
focus on the self leads to hubris, or arrogant
pridefulness. Hubris is a highly positive and
self-rewarding state; that is, the person feels
extremely good about him- or herself. In this
emotion, individuals are often described as
“puffed-up,” “full of themselves,” or even
conceited, insolent, or contemptuous. In
extreme cases, hubris is associated with
grandiosity or with narcissism (Morrison,
1989). Although hubris constitutes high re-
ward for the person experiencing it, this
emotion is unpleasant for others and, there-
fore, socially undesirable. Hubristic people
have difficulty in their interpersonal rela-
tions, since their hubris is likely to interfere
with the wishes, needs, and desires of others,
leading to interpersonal conflict and possi-
bly performance deficits. For example, too
much praise of children, and the resulting
overly high self-esteem, can lead to nega-
tive performance (Baumeister, Campbell,
Kreuger, & Vohs, 2003; Kamins & Dweck,
1999; Mueller & Dweck, 1998). The pre-
sumed mechanism in this case might be that
excessive pride leads to less effort due to an
enhancement of hubris in children so
treated. Three problems associated with hu-
bris are that (1) it is a transient but addictive
emotion; (2) it is unrelated to any specific
action and, thus, requires altering goals or
reinterpretation of what constitutes success;
and (3) it interferes with interpersonal rela-
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tionships because of its insolent and con-
temptuous nature.

Pride is the consequence of accepting re-
sponsibility for a specific, successful action.
The phenomenological experience is joy
about an action, thought, or feeling well
done. The focus of pleasure is specific and
related to a particular behavior. In pride, the
self and object are separated, as in guilt, and
the person focuses attention on the behavior
leading to success. Some investigators have
likened this state to achievement motivation
(Heckhausen, 1984; Stipek et al., 1992), an
association that seems particularly apt. This
form of pride should be related to achieve-
ment constructs, such as “efficacy” or “mas-
tery” feelings, and “personal satisfaction.”
Because positive self-evaluative emotion is
associated with a particular action, individu-
als can identify the means by which they can
recreate this rewarding state at a future date.

OTHER
ATTRIBUTION-EMOTION MODELS

The idea that beliefs and attributions about
personal behaviors are related to emotion
has been proposed by others, although, in
the past, models have been developed pri-
marily for adults and older children, typi-
cally with regard to achievement behavior
and emotion (see, e.g., Nolen-Hoeksema,
Girgus, & Seligman, 1992). We briefly con-
sider two of these other models, pointing out
similarities to our structural model of self-
conscious evaluative emotion.

Attribution Models of Emotion

Attributions refer to the specific causal
thoughts people have about why a success or
failure occurred (Weiner, 1972, 1986). Emo-
tions, including those we have called self-
conscious, as well as others, are elicited be-
cause adults and older children ascribe suc-
cess or failure to causes with certain proper-
ties or dimensions. Causes vary along at
least three major, orthogonal dimensions:
locus of responsibility, stability, and con-
trollability (Weiner & Graham, 1989). The
locus of responsibility dimension is similar
to our responsibility dimension. It refers to
whether the cause of an event is internal or
external to the self. Ability and effort are the

classic internal attributions, whereas task
difficulty and luck are considered external
to the individual. The stability dimension
makes reference to whether a cause varies
over time. Ability, for example, is considered
in Weiner’s (1986) model to be a constant
and, therefore, stable factor. Likewise, task
difficulty is thought to be a stable feature of
any given task. In contrast, effort and luck
are unstable and vary with place and time.
Controllability has to do with whether the
individual can personally affect the out-
come. Effort attributions are unstable and
under personal control, whereas luck attri-
butions are unstable and generally perceived
by most adults as something that they can-
not personally influence. Other attribution
dimensions, for example, the global or spe-
cific nature of a cause, have also been pro-
posed and studied, particularly in relation to
depression (Beck, 1979; Nolen-Hoeksema,
Wolfson, Mumme, & Guskin, 1995; Selig-
man, 1975). Global attributions imply that
the cause of success or failure is pervasive
and catastrophic; thus, global attributions
tend to be self-perpetuating and maladaptive
(H. B. Lewis, 1987).

In the attribution model, as in our own,
each attribution is uniquely related to a par-
ticular set of emotions and behaviors. The
emotions studied in relation to attributions
include achievement-related emotions, espe-
cially pride and guilt, but anger, gratitude,
and sympathy are also elicited by specific
causal attributions in adults. In particular,
internal locus has been shown to be impor-
tant to pride, and controllability to be im-
portant to guilt (Weiner & Graham, 1989).
Although the model is quite broad, it has
not been tested extensively with regard to
young children’s self-conscious emotions, in
part, because traditional methods for assess-
ing attribution are highly verbal and inap-
propriate for young children, and because
the model ascribes no special status to these
emotions.

Dweck’s Motivational Model

In very young children, perceptions of abil-
ity have been studied as motivational
dispositions and self-beliefs (Dweck, 1991).
Children’s evaluative judgments in achieve-
ment and social behavior have been studied
as reflecting individual differences in an ori-
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entation toward performance or situational
factors when making evaluations (i.e., per-
formance vs. learning orientation) (Dweck,
1991; Dweck, Chiu, & Hong, 1995; Smiley
& Dweck, 1995). In this work, young chil-
dren’s beliefs about the nature of ability re-
sult in tendencies to judge themselves in par-
ticular ways. Performance-oriented children,
those who focus on “how I did,” tend to
blame themselves for doing badly; believe
that ability is a stable, unchanging trait; ex-
perience more negative affect; and are less
confident that they can succeed at challeng-
ing tasks in the future. In other words, per-
formance-oriented children view failure as
the result of an incompetent, stable self. In
contrast, children with a learning orienta-
tion, those who focus on “what I did,” tend
to not experience failures so negatively, do
not blame themselves, and are more confi-
dent that they can succeed at similar tasks in
the future. They are more likely to believe
that ability is “what you learn” with time
and experience. Thus, these motivational
dispositions appear to capture the responsi-
bility dimension, as well as the focus of at-
tention, described in our model.

Like our model, Dweck’s rests on the idea
that what children think about their perfor-
mance determines their responses rather
than the success or failure per se. An inter-
esting developmental difference is high-
lighted by Dweck, in contrast to adult attri-
bution models. While Weiner’s (1986) model
holds that an ability attribution is both in-
ternal and stable, Dweck has shown that
children can perceive ability as either stable
or modifiable. According to Dweck, it is in-
dividual differences in the quality of these
beliefs about ability that produce individual
differences in children’s goals and behaviors
in achievement contexts. We would argue
that the nature of emotion is also affected.

Children who believe that ability is a
fixed, stable quality are more likely to adopt
a performance-oriented motivational style,
characterized by a concern about how oth-
ers evaluate them, and a strong desire to per-
form successfully and to avoid failure; that
is, they have a global focus. On the other
hand, children who believe that ability can
be increased are more likely to adopt a
learning-oriented motivational style. They
will strive to increase their competence
through experience and effort, will focus on

task mastery, and will be less concerned with
immediate performance outcomes.

In our view, a performance orientation is
consistent with, and perhaps an early form
of, a stable and global attribution. Thus,
Dweck’s (1996) motivational constructs
may measure one or more aspects of emerg-
ing attribution processes important to the
expression of shame and pride. Performance
versus learning orientation appears to index
whether children focus globally on their per-
formance and make global trait-like judg-
ments about themselves as opposed to situa-
tional or task factors. Consequently,
performance-orientation should be related
to shame, whereas learning orientation (or
what we have called a task focus) should
not.

SOURCES OF INDIVIDUAL
DIFFERENCES IN SELF-CONSCIOUS
EVALUATIVE EMOTIONS

Individual differences in self-conscious emo-
tions appear as early as objective awareness
and self-referential behavior emerge. There
are at least two major sources of individual
differences in self-evaluative emotions. The
first is constitutional and has to do with
temperament, while the second source of
difference is in the socialization process.

Temperament

Temperament involves biological tendencies
to regulate the latency, duration, and inten-
sity of emotional responses (Lewis, 1989;
Rothbart & Goldsmith, 1985). Investigators
differ regarding the number of temperament
dimensions, with some suggesting as few as
three (Buss & Plomin, 1984), and others as
many as nine (Thomas & Chess, 1977).
There is evidence that differences in temper-
ament are related to various self-conscious
emotions in children (Kochanska, 1993;
Kochanska, Coy, & Murray, 2001; Kochan-
ska, DeVet, Goldman, Murray, & Putnam,
1994). Recent analyses suggest that temper-
ament involves individual differences in the
tendency to express positive, as well as nega-
tive, emotion and differences in reactivity
level (Ramsay & Lewis, 2001; Rothbart,
Ahadi, & Hershey, 1994). These aspects of
temperament are related to self-conscious-



11. Self-Conscious Emotions 193

ness and evaluative emotions. For example,
higher anger and fearfulness are associated
with later guilt (Rothbart et al., 1994). Ex-
posure embarrassment at 13 months is re-
lated to having a difficult or more negative
temperament in infancy (Lewis & Ramsay,
1997).

Reactivity to stress is an important aspect
of temperament that is related to negative
self-evaluation, such that higher cortisol re-
sponses to stress are associated with greater
expression of evaluative embarrassment and
shame (Lewis & Ramsay, 1997, 2002). Col-
lectively, these findings suggest that greater
stress reactivity is related to greater levels of
self-evaluative  emotion generally, and
evaluative embarrassment and shame in par-
ticular, through its relation to self-focus. In-
dividual differences in self-focus may arise in
part because of a lower threshold for pain
and an inability to gate or block such inter-
nal physiological signals. The result is more
attention directed toward the self and,
thus, more consciousness (Csikszentmihalyi,
1990). Lewis and Ramsay (1997) have pro-
posed that greater stress reactivity leads to
greater self-awareness and attention to the
self. Following failures, this greater self-fo-
cus increases the likelihood that children
will attribute negative outcomes internally
to the self, rather than externally to the task
or situation, thereby increasing the tendency
toward shame and/or evaluative embarrass-
ment. Thus, aspects of temperament influ-
ence the tendency toward self-focus, which
in turn promotes self-conscious evaluative
emotion.

Socialization

Socialization can influence individual differ-
ences in the self-conscious emotions in many
different ways, including influences on the
acquisition of SRGs, internal focus of re-
sponsibility, and global versus specific focus
of attention. The methods used to teach
SRGs, how children are rewarded and pun-
ished, influence children’s style of self-evalu-
ation and, therefore, their proneness to self-
conscious evaluative emotion.

Learning Standards, Rules, and Goals

The nature of SRGs themselves—and what
constitutes success or failure—varies with

individuals. Exactly how one comes to eval-
uate an action, thought, or feeling as a
success or a failure is not well understood.
Yet this aspect of self-evaluation is particu-
larly important, because the same SRG can
result in radically different emotions, de-
pending on whether success or failure is per-
ceived and attributed to the self. Differences
in SRGs within a societal group and between
cultures will occur, because groups within a
society and different cultures value some
SRGs more than others. The initial evalua-
tion of one’s behavior in terms of success
and failure is also a very important aspect of
the organization of plans and the determina-
tion of new goals and future expectations of
success and failure. Many factors are in-
volved in producing idiosyncratic, unrealis-
tic evaluations of performance relative to
SRGs. High standards, however, may not
themselves necessarily be bad. Instead, ex-
tremes of punishment and the quality of the
discipline produce individual differences.
Harsh socialization experiences, especially
high levels of physical punishment for fail-
ure and the use of scorn, humiliation, or
contempt as discipline techniques, may also
affect the quality of SRGs and how behav-
iors that meet or violate them are viewed
(Lewis, 1992).

Acquiring an Attribution Style

Among adults, as well as children, people
may differ in the tendency to attribute fail-
ure or success to themselves. Instead, they
may explain their performance in terms of
chance or the actions of others (Seligman et
al., 1984; Weiner, 1972). The tendency to
make internal as opposed to external attri-
bution is a function of both learning and
individual characteristics. Certain inductive
parenting styles are related to greater inter-
nal attributions (Ferguson & Stegge, 1995).
However, some individuals are more likely
to blame themselves for failure (or, alterna-
tively, to take credit for success), no matter
what happens. Dweck and Leggett (1988)
found that many children attributed their
academic successes and failures to external
forces, although some were likely to evalu-
ate their success and failure in terms of
their own personal actions, even at young
ages. In fact, the tendency to make internal
attributions may be greater in young chil-



194 [II. DEVELOPMENTAL ISSUES

dren generally, due to their greater egocen-
trism.

Individual differences in evaluative style
can be observed even in young children.
Dweck et al. (1995) showed that somewhere
between ages 3 and 6, differences in percep-
tions of personal performance emerge and
are consistent. Once learned, these early
motivational dispositions eventually may be-
come entrenched as a personality or attri-
bution style, especially in response to nega-
tive events (Kaslow, Rehm, Pollack, & Segal,
1988). Strong negative events occurring
early in children’s lives seem to push chil-
dren toward a global attribution style in a
kind of one-trial learning; that is, children
exposed to such events will more consis-
tently make global attributions than others
under most conditions of failure. Their attri-
butions made in response to success are less
likely to be predictable. The intensity and
power of negative events acting on a child
with still-limited coping skills may promote
this development. Strong negative emotion
swamps any cognitive processing that might
override the child’s egocentric perceptions
about the event. Because the child cannot
separate him- or herself from the failure, the
child internalizes blame and focuses on the
global self. The range of negative life events
that leads to global attributions is in need of
further investigation. These may include
negative experiences with parents, with oth-
ers in the immediate social environment, or
with general calamities that impact on the
self, family, or others. However, a reason-
able working hypothesis is that the global
attribution style of failure is created in the
cauldron of stress (Lewis, 1992).

Sex differences have been widely reported
in internal, global attribution styles for neg-
ative events. Our own study of parental re-
sponse to children’s performance on aca-
demic tasks reveals that both mothers and
fathers make significantly more specific pos-
itive attributions to boys than to girls
(Alessandri & Lewis, 1993). Specific posi-
tive feedback (e.g., “That’s a good way of
getting the piece [of the puzzle] into the
box”) was higher for 3-year-old boys than
for 3-year-old girls. Conversely, specific neg-
ative feedback (e.g., “You didn’t look for the
biggest piece first”) was higher for girls. Fa-
thers made more specific attributions than

mothers. Mothers and fathers both made
more specific attributions to boys than girls.
Similar sex differences have been reported
by others (c.f., Deaux, 1976; Dweck &
Leggett, 1988; Nicholls, 1984). These find-
ings support the notion that a major cause
of the attribution style differences observed
in boys and girls is such socialization pat-
terns.

The tendency toward a particular attribu-
tion style for failure can also be learned or
further consolidated at school (Graham,
1991). During the elementary school years,
teachers are likely to exert considerable in-
fluence on children’s attribution styles, par-
ticularly around achievement. How teachers
describe and react to children’s actions con-
tribute to their emerging styles and likely in-
fluences many of the sex differences ob-
served in achievement-related attributions in
later childhood. Most of the criticism that
teachers direct at elementary school boys re-
fers to specific instances of misbehavior or
lack of effort, task-specific factors, rather
than to negative personality traits or lack of
ability. Such feedback patterns promote spe-
cific and controllable as opposed to non-
global or uncontrollable attributions. In
girls, the opposite pattern is observed. De-
spite the fact that girls, on average, do better
in elementary school than boys, girls are
more likely to attribute failures to their lack
of ability, a global factor. Dweck and
Leggett (1988) viewed the teachers’ use of
evaluative feedback as a direct cause of
learned helplessness or mastery orientation
in children. They report that teachers’ criti-
cisms of girls, in contrast to boys, almost
always indicated that they lacked general
competence or did not understand the work,
both global attributions. Thus, there is am-
ple reason to expect sex differences in attri-
bution styles based on the consistent pattern
of sex differences observed during early so-
cialization and the school years.

Although information on sex differences
constitutes much of what we know about
the socialization of attribution styles at
home and in school, biological factors that
covary with sex cannot be completely ruled
out in accounting for some of these differ-
ences. For example, some have linked a
global attribution style to the perceptual/
cognitive style of field dependence. Field in-
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dependence-dependence refers to the ability
to separate a perceived object from the con-
text in which it is embedded (H. B. Lewis,
1976; Witkin, 1965). Sex differences in the
tendency to ruminate or engage in recursive
self-refection have also been reported and
are related to a depression-prone attribution
style (Nolen-Hoeksema et al., 1995). In gen-
eral, as noted earlier, females are more likely
to make self-blaming, global attributions for
their failures and to attribute their success to
external causes, whereas men are more
likely to show the opposite attribution style.

PRESCHOOLERS’ ATTRIBUTIONS
AND THEIR RELATION TO SELF-
CONSCIOUS EVALUATIVE EMOTIONS

Our model suggests that particular evalua-
tive patterns have an impact on children’s
emotional life, and it has been shown that
children’s beliefs influence their achievement
behaviors and motivation, even though they
may not yet make adult-like attributions.
How, then, can young children’s emerging
evaluative emotions or attribution styles be
assessed? Paper-and-pencil methods devel-
oped for older children and adults are inap-
propriate with young children. In the fol-
lowing section, we describe measurement
procedures useful in obtaining individual
differences in children’s focus of attention
(performance vs. task focus) and how such
differences are related to other kinds of
evaluative judgments, and, finally, their rela-
tion to some self-conscious evaluative emo-
tions.

Measuring Performance
versus Task Focus

Dweck et al. (1995) obtained performance
orientation by asking children to work on
both solvable and unsolvable tasks. After-
ward, she assessed their choice to avoid or
return to the unsolved task. Children who
choose to avoid the unsolved task and
choose a task on which they know they have
succeeded are considered performance-ori-
ented. Their choice of a “sure success” sug-
gests a motive to avoid “a display of incom-
petence.” We have developed another
method that works well and can be used

with children as young as 3 years old (Lewis,
Alessandri, & Sullivan, 1992). In our own
work, we present children with easy and dif-
ficult tasks. “Easy” and “difficult” are de-
fined by the number of pieces in the problem
that children are given to work on in a given
time period. We also vary whether they suc-
ceed or fail on these tasks by manipulating
the time they are given to complete them. In
this way, children get easy and difficult tasks
on which they succeed or fail. After each
task, we ask children whether the task was
easy or difficult. Our interest is in the easy
task on which they fail. Their response of
“easy” or “hard” in the easy, failed task
informs us about whether they are making a
performance- or a task-based evaluation. If
they state that it was “hard” (even though in
reality it was easy), they are focusing on
their performance, which was a failure. If
they say “easy,” they are focusing on the
task despite their own performance. Thus,
the easy, failed task presents the child with a
discrepancy between what he or she expects
(to do well when it is easy) and the outcome.
The response reveals whether the child fo-
cuses attention globally on personal perfor-
mance or specifically on the quality of the
task. Our hypothesis is that these judgments
in response to the easy, failed task should
predict other self-related evaluations, as well
as the expression of self-conscious evaluative
emotions.

Task versus Performance Focus
and Their Relation to Other Responses
to Failure

If children’s task versus performance focus,
as measured here, is related to other self-
evaluations on our achievement tasks, it will
support the validity of this new measure. We
used a number of methods to test how task-
versus performance-focused children viewed
failure. To obtain other self-evaluations, af-
ter each task, we asked children (1) whether
they had done “good or not so good,” and
(2) whether they would be willing to do the
task again. Performance-focused children
were twice as likely as task-focused children
to say that they had not done well (see Fig-
ure 11.3a). We have replicated this result in
several studies of 4- to 6-year-old children.

Figure 11.3b shows how children re-
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FIGURE 11.3. Children’s responses to evaluative
questions by task versus performance focus: (a)
percentage stating their performance following
failure was “good,” and (b) percentage of “yes”
responses expressing a desire to repeat the failed
task.

sponded when asked whether they would
like to do the task again. As can be seen,
task-focused children were more likely to
want to try the task again. Conversely, per-
formance-focused children did not want to
try again, replicating Dweck’s findings that
these children are motivated to avoid failure.
To examine the consistency of self-related
judgments to task versus performance focus,
we combined responses to these two ques-
tions to produce four groups of children:
those who said “good” and “yes” when
asked to do the task again; those who said
“good” and “no”; those who said “not
good” and “yes”; and those who said “not
good” and “no.” Those who said both that
they had done badly and that they did not
want to do the task again were more likely
to be performance-focused compared to all
other groups (see Figure 11.4). Collectively,
these findings show that a performance fo-
cus following the easy failed task is related
to a variety of negative self-judgments fol-
lowing failure and to a motive for task
avoidance.

Are these self-reported evaluations related
to how children feel following failure? If
performance focus reflects an internalized
negative and global focus of attention, we
would expect performance-focused children
to say they feel unhappy. To assess children’s
verbal report of their feelings, we used a ver-
sion of Dweck’s Happy Face Scale. The pic-
torial scale has five schematic faces repre-
senting high positive emotion on one end
and negative feelings on the other. The size
of the smile or inverted U-frown allows chil-
dren to point out the degree of happiness or
unhappiness, ranging from very happy, a lit-
tle happy, OK, in the middle, a little un-
happy, to very unhappy. We asked the chil-
dren to rate “how you feel right now” using
this scale. The children’s self-reports of un-
happiness following the easy failed task
were related to their performance focus.
Children who were performance- as op-
posed to task-focused were significantly
more likely to report greater sadness (p <
.01). Collectively, these findings parallel a
number of the features of the performance-
oriented motivational style described by
Dweck and colleagues (1995), supporting
the view that performance focus is a nega-
tive self-evaluation related to global trait-
like judgments following failure.
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FIGURE 11.4. Children’s “good vs. not good”
evaluations in combination with desire to repeat
the easy, failed task as a function of task versus
performance focus.
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Performance Focus
and Self-Conscious Evaluative Emotions

We believe certain self-attributions or self-
references lead to certain classes of self-con-
scious emotions. We have studied preschool
children’s behavioral expression of emotion
following success and failure, relating it to
their tendency to be task- or performance-
focused. We expected that performance-fo-
cused children would show more shame
than task-focused children. They also might
show more pride following success, al-
though this prediction was more tentative,
because it is not possible to distinguish be-
tween hubris and more appropriate pride
behaviorally at this age. The effect of perfor-
mance focus on self-conscious evaluative
emotions observed in two studies is shown
in Figure 11.5. A greater percentage of per-
formance- as opposed to task-focused chil-
dren showed the negative self-evaluative
emotions of shame and evaluative embar-
rassment following failure in both studies.
Performance-focused children also showed
more pride following success, especially in
Study 2. There was no difference in the per-
centage or mean level of children expressing
simple enjoyment and sadness in these stud-
ies. Collectively, the findings show that per-
formance focus is related to more negative
emotions in response to failure and some-
what more positive responses to success
than is task focus.

This set of studies shows that children’s
task versus performance focus following
failure at an easy task is related to other sim-
ple, evaluative judgments about their per-
sonal performance and to their self-con-
scious evaluative emotions. The consistency
of children’s answers to simple questions
about an easy failed task can be examined to
determine the degree to which they focus on
the self when thinking about the failure. A
performance focus, or attending to perfor-
mance as opposed to task features following
failure, is related to thinking poorly of one-
self and being unwilling to try again, feeling
badly, and to being more likely to show
shame and evaluative embarrassment fol-
lowing failure. This pattern of negative self-
judgments might represent the early precur-
sors of the internal, stable, global attribution
styles observed in older children and adults.
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FIGURE 11.5. Self-conscious emotions as a func-
tion of task judgments of preschoolers following
a “failed” easy task in two studies. The percent-
age of children showing pride, evaluative embar-
rassment, and shame is shown for those who
said the task was “easy” despite the failure (task
focus) and for those who said the task was hard,
congruent with their failure (performance focus).

Such attribution styles for negative events
promote shame, thus constituting a risk fac-
tor for subsequent maladjustment.

SELF-CONSCIOUS EVALUATIVE
EMOTIONS AND ADJUSTMENT

Recently, we have begun to study the rela-
tion of the negative self-evaluative emotions
of shame and embarrassment to maladjust-
ment and competence. Such work addresses
children’s competence, in that self-evaluative
emotions impact on psychopathology and
the lack of competence that children may
display in dealing with their worlds. Poor
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management of self-evaluative emotions can
cause children a variety of social and inter-
actional difficulties. In our work, we are es-
pecially concerned with how traumatic
events impact on negative self-evaluative
emotions and how shame, in particular, then
impacts on psychological adjustment and
competence. Figure 11.6 presents the model,
which proposes that shame and negative
ways of thinking about the self act as media-
tors of adjustment outcomes. On the far left
is a traumatic event. Sexual abuse and other
forms of maltreatment are examples of trau-
matic events that we have considered in our
work. We propose that trauma leads to
shame and negative thoughts about the self
around the event (a), and that shame and
these negative thoughts in turn lead to poor
adjustment (b). This model allows for the
traumatic event to directly influence shame
(a), as well as adjustment (c), although our
hypothesis is that adjustment is mediated by
how the child feels and thinks about the
event (a through b). Preliminary support for
this model comes from research suggesting
that individuals who are shame-prone are
more likely to evidence depression and dis-
association (H. B. Lewis, 1987; Lewis, 1992;
Ross, 1989; Tangney et al., 1992).

Shame and Sexual Abuse

The experience of shame as a consequence
of sexual abuse is related to subsequent

behavioral problems leading to poor perfor-
mance in a number of areas of psychological
functioning (Lewis, 1992). Feiring, Taska,
and Lewis (1998) measured self-evaluative
emotions and attributions, especially those
made regarding the cause of abuse. If an at-
tribution is made to an internal, global
cause, the resulting emotion is shame. Thus,
how the victim evaluates the abusive event is
critical and likely to mediate subsequent
long-lasting effects of the abuse on behavior
as feelings of worthlessness and self-blame
are generalized to other areas of behavioral
functioning (Conte, 1985; Janoff-Bulman,
1979; Wyatt & Mickey, 1988). We have
been able to show relations between sexual
abuse, shame, and adjustment in a longitudi-
nal study of sexually abused children ages
8-15 years. Our findings indicate that with-
in 6 months of the reported abuse, both se-
verity of abuse and shame were related di-
rectly to depressive symptoms. However, 1
year after report of the abusive incidents,
only the amount of shame and self-blaming
attributions was related to depressive symp-
toms. The trauma was no longer related.
Even so, changes in shame and negative at-
tributions  contributed to adjustment.
Children whose shame decreased actual-
ly showed decreases in depression, and,
therefore, increased social competence, com-
pared to those whose shame stayed the same
or increased (Feiring, Taska, & Lewis,

2002).

SHAME

“TRAUMATIC THINKING ADJUSTMENT
EVENT ABOUT

N

SELF |

FIGURE 11.6. A model of trauma and adjustment. Shame and ways of thinking about the self are hy-
pothesized to mediate the relation between trauma and adjustment.
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Maltreatment and Shame

We have also applied our model to maltreat-
ment, including physically abused and ne-
glected children. The nature of parenting in
maltreating families, often severely physi-
cally punitive and/or psychologically aggres-
sive and rejecting, is likely to promote shame
and perceived incompetence in children
(Lewis, 1992). Maltreatment may result in
more shame and less pride relative to non-
maltreatment. The results of this study and
more recent work indicate that maltreated
children show less pride when they succeed
and more shame when they fail relative to
children from the same social background
who have not been maltreated (Alessandri
& Lewis, 1996; Sullivan, Bennett, & Lewis,
1999). Moreover, important sex differences
appear. Maltreated girls show more shame
when they fail a task and less pride when
they succeed compared to nonmaltreated
girls. Boys, on the other hand, show a sup-
pression of both shame and pride. These sex
differences have important implications for
behavioral therapy with these children. For
girls, maltreatment may result in depression,
whereas, for boys, maltreatment may result
in a suppression of emotion in general and
potentially an increase in aggression,
because they are not constrained by feelings
of shame, guilt, or regret. Observations
of these boys do indicate higher amounts of
behaviors such as throwing or roughly push-
ing the test materials away, verbally aggres-
sive statements, and occasionally angry
faces.

CONCLUSIONS

Once the basic emotions emerge, young
children’s emotional lives undergo an im-
portant change during the preschool years.
Objective self-awareness, marking the onset
of self-conscious emotions, sets the stage
for further cognitive and emotional devel-
opment. The ability of children to learn
standards, rules, and goals, and to assess
their behavior with reference to them,
makes self-conscious evaluative emotions
possible. It is these emotions, along with
the attributions related to them, that are
primary motivators in many areas of social
and academic competence.
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CHAPTER 12

R

Competence Assessment,
Competence, and Motivation

between Early and Middle Childhood

RUTH BUTLER

ontemporary theories of achievement
Cmotivation emphasize the influence of
people’s sense of competence on their
achievement-related strivings and behaviors
throughout the lifespan (Dweck, 1986;
Nicholls, 1989). In this chapter, I focus on
the early development of self-evaluation and
on implications for children’s motivation
and behavior in achievement settings. This
endeavor is intriguing, because, in many re-
spects, the history of theory and research on
the development of self-evaluative judg-
ments and understandings corresponds to
that on cognitive development in general.
On the one hand, early studies revealed sys-
tematic age-related advances in the ways in
which children construed achievement-re-
lated concepts, evaluated their competence,
and set goals or formed expectations for the
future. Moreover, these seemed to reflect
qualitative transformations in thought and
judgment that corresponded rather closely
to major Piagetian shifts from preopera-
tional to concrete operational to formal
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operational thought at about ages 7 and 11,
respectively. In keeping with the centrality of
strivings for and conceptions of competence
in cognitively based theories of motivation,
several researchers then proposed equivalent
developmental transformations also in chil-
dren’s achievement motivation and behavior.
On the other hand, in keeping with theoreti-
cal and empirical challenges to the strong
structural assumptions of cognitive develop-
mental theory, and to its conceptualization
of the limitations of preschool thought in
particular, studies began to reveal significant
variability in achievement-related cognitions
and motives between individuals and across
contexts already in the early years.

In the first section of this chapter, I review
“structural deficit” approaches to the early
development of achievement-related cogni-
tions and motives, and the relations between
them. In the second and third sections, I dis-
cuss how alternative approaches that em-
phasize the ways in which children construct
knowledge, strategies, and motives, within
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the contexts of their daily lives, challenge
earlier assumptions and generate a different
picture of young children’s self-evaluative
capacities and motives, and of the factors
that influence competence and motivation
throughout childhood. In the final section, I
address some implications of this review and
suggest guidelines for promoting adaptive
self-evaluation, self-regulation, and motiva-
tion in both younger and older children.

STRUCTURAL DEFICIT APPROACHES
TO THE DEVELOPMENT

OF SELF-EVALUATION

AND MOTIVATION BETWEEN EARLY
AND MIDDLE CHILDHOOD

Competence Assessment

Both the earlier and some more recent re-
views of the development of competence-re-
lated perceptions, judgments, and under-
standings reached similar conclusions that
these aspects are unrealistically high, undif-
ferentiated, and relatively unaffected by ex-
perience and relevant information during the
preschool years, and become lower, more re-
alistic, more differentiated, and more re-
sponsive to various kinds of information
during middle childhood (Harter, 1999;
Nicholls, 1990; Stipek, 1984). These conclu-
sions were based on findings from several
kinds of empirical designs and data. One
tradition, notably represented by the re-
search of Susan Harter and her associates,
has examined age trends in children’s per-
ceptions of their own competence. In gen-
eral, studies yielded four main groups of
findings (see Harter, 1990, 1999, for re-
views). First, they indicated that perceived
competence tended to be high during the
preschool years and to decline with age,
with relatively marked decreases between
about ages 7 and 9, and again between
about ages 11 and 13. Second, perceptions
tended to become more differentiated and
domain-specific with age, as reflected in
both the factor structure of self-reports and
intercorrelations between factors. For exam-
ple, Harter and Pike (1984) found that 4- to
7-year-olds could make judgments about
their cognitive competence, physical compe-
tence, social acceptance, and behavioral con-
duct, but judgments loaded on only two,
cognitive—physical versus social-behavioral,

factors. The number of distinct domains
then increased steadily with age from at least
five in middle childhood to at least 11
among adults (Harter, 1990). Third, percep-
tions also seemed to become more integrated
with age. Thus, Harter and her associates
found that the more general concept of
global self-worth did not emerge before mid-
dle childhood (Harter, 1990). In a similar
vein, children’s spontaneous self-descrip-
tions emphasized concrete actions and skills
during the preschool years and did not begin
to incorporate reference to traits before mid-
dle childhood (Damon & Hart, 1988).
Fourth, as one would expect if perceptions
become more differentiated and integrated
with age, correlations between children’s
perceived and actual cognitive competence,
as reflected in test scores or teacher ratings,
were low before about age 8 and increased
thereafter (Eshel & Klein, 1981; Wigfield et
al., 1997).

Another research tradition has used ex-
perimental designs to examine age trends in
children’s self-evaluative responses to suc-
cess or failure. Typically, children received
information about their performance on one
or more trials of some task and were then
asked to (1) indicate how well they expected
to do on subsequent trial; or (2) asked to
evaluate their performance, ability, or affect;
or (3) were observed on behavioral measures
such as expression of affect or persistence,
or performance on a subsequent trial or dif-
ferent task. Here too, studies documented
rather similar and converging developmental
patterns across measures. Regarding expec-
tations, the general finding was that they
were equally high after both success and fail-
ure before about age 5-6. In one representa-
tive study, Stipek and Hoffman (1980)
found that expectations among 3- to 4-year-
olds were close to the maximum, regardless
of whether they had received perfect scores,
low but improving scores, or uniformly low
scores on four previous trials. Expectations
after failure then declined steadily between
ages 5 and 8. Moreover, Rholes, Blackwell,
Jordan, and Walters (1980) documented a
corresponding decline between ages 5 and
11 in children’s willingness to persist after
failing on a series of hidden figures prob-
lems.

Perhaps most attention has been ad-
dressed to the development of self-appraisal,
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using a basic paradigm in which children
perform a task in a setting that provides
some evaluative standard and then rate their
performance or ability. Studies revealed age
trends similar to those for general percep-
tions of competence, whereby self-appraisal
was very positive during the preschool years
and declined during the early elementary
school years (e.g., Ruble, Grosovsky, Frey,
& Cohen, 1992). Experimental procedures
also added the significant information, con-
sistent with data yielded by studies of expec-
tancy, that young children’s evaluation of
their performance or ability was relatively
unaffected by relevant information. In most
studies, this consisted of social comparison
information indicating superior or inferior
performance relative to others. Such infor-
mation did not reliably influence perfor-
mance-appraisal before about age 7, and
did not influence ability—appraisal until
even later (Aboud, 1985; Ruble, Boggiano,
Feldman, & Loebl, 1980).

Interpretation of these rather consistent
age-related changes, coinciding as they did
with the transition from preoperational to
concrete operational thought at about age 6,
rather naturally tended to emphasize the
role of structural changes in children’s cog-
nitive capacities and understandings. Spe-
cifically, interpretations tended to focus on
how one or another feature of young chil-
dren’s thinking about their competence re-
flected one or another general limitation of
preschool thought. In this case, a brief de-
scription of these limitations is in order.

Most generally, Piaget (1926/1928; 1926/
1930) claimed that young children’s lack of
operations renders it difficult for them to
distinguish and coordinate between different
aspects of events and phenomena, and be-
tween phenomena and their perceptions of
them. As a result, preoperational children do
not form coherent concepts. Instead, their
thought is intuitive or transductive rather
than logical, as reflected in the dominance of
reasoning by perceptions and appearances,
in the tendency to reason from particular to
particular, and in the instability and incoher-
ence of successive judgments. It is also ego-
centric, a property most generally defined as
confusion of self with nonself and typically
examined in terms of the capacity to con-
sider other perspectives or points of view.
For example, in the famous three-mountain

problem, preoperational children initially
did not understand that a topograph-
ical scene would look different from
another spatial location (Piaget, Inhelder,
& Szaminska, 1948/1960). In a similar
vein, Piaget maintained that preoperational
thought is centered, such that young chil-
dren cannot simultaneously consider more
than one dimension, or variable, and do not,
for example, consider both rows and col-
umns in multiple-classification tasks (Odom,
Astor, & Cunningham, 1975).

Against this background, it seemed that
one could interpret young children’s compe-
tence-related cognitions and judgments as
particular cases of their general difficulties
in differentiating and coordinating between
perceptions, representations, and reality, be-
tween successive judgments, and between
multiple dimensions, perspectives, or causes.
For example, Veroff (1969) attributed the
apparent failure of young children to use so-
cial comparison information for self-
appraisal to their difficulty in distinguishing
and coordinating between self-other per-
spectives and their corresponding tendency
to focus on their own outcome alone. In a
similar vein, the relatively late emergence of
global self-worth and of appropriate ability,
as compared with performance—appraisal,
has been attributed to the role of operational
thought in overcoming earlier tendencies to
judge from particular to particular and cor-
responding limitations in integrating succes-
sive events and perceptions (Harter, 1999).

Such analyses do not, however, explain
why young children’s judgments seemed to
be not only unrealistic but also consistently
positive. Moreover, this seemed to be the
case also when children performed poorly
relative to prior trials or to some objective
standard (Ruble et al., 1992; Stipek &
Hoffman, 1980), even though some re-
searchers have proposed that standards that
do not require coordination of self-other
perspectives might be more accessible to
preoperational children (Dweck & Elliot,
1983; Nicholls & Miller, 1983; Stipek &
Mac Iver, 1989; Suls & Mullen, 1982). To
address this problem, Stipek (1984) returned
to Piaget’s theory and proposed a “wishful
thinking” interpretation of young children’s
unrealistically high expectations as reflecting
a particular case of their difficulty in distin-
guishing between reality and desire. Accord-
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ing to Piaget (1926/1930), one consequence
of this failure of differentiation is that young
children have a highly exaggerated and
overgeneralized sense of personal efficacy
that makes its own contribution to their lim-
ited understanding of causality. Stipek rea-
soned that, in this case, positive biases in
young children’s self-related judgments may
reflect their general tendency to confuse
what they can do with what they want to
do, and to focus mainly on the latter.

To summarize, children’s inferences and
judgments about their own competence
seemed to accord well with their reasoning
in other domains. It is, however, important
to remember that Piaget’s main focus was on
the intensive examination of children’s rea-
soning. Thus, identifying underlying cogni-
tive structures and developmental transfor-
mations does not itself explicate the features
and dynamics of children’s reasoning
about specific concepts. The development of
achievement-related concepts has been stud-
ied most systematically by John Nicholls
and his colleagues. In a series of studies, they
applied Piaget’s clinical method and as-
sumption that concept formation progresses
through a series of age-related differentia-
tions between related concepts to examine
the development of children’s understanding
of ability. They found that before about age
5-6, most children did not differentiate be-
tween skill and luck, and expected effort to
be similarly efficacious in improving perfor-
mance on both skill and luck (guessing)
tasks (Nicholls & Miller, 1985). In addition,
children did not understand that puzzles
that fewer, rather than more, peers can solve
are more difficult and require more ability
before about age 6-7 (Nicholls & Miiller,
1983). The authors concluded that younger
children had not acquired the “normative
conception of ability,” defined as the under-
standing that others’ outcomes are diagnos-
tic of ability. In a similar vein, Nicholls
(1978) found that preschool children did not
differentiate between effort, ability, and out-
come, and tended to center on a single fac-
tor, typically, effort. Thus, they judged chil-
dren who tried harder than others to be
smarter, even if they performed less well,
and inferred that children who performed
better must also have tried harder, even if
they did not appear to be trying at all. This
study also demonstrated further develop-

ments in children’s differentiation of ability
and related concepts. Thus, what Nicholls
termed the “mature conception of ability,”
which rests on the understanding that indi-
vidual differences in ability influence the ef-
ficacy of effort, emerged only at about age
11-12.

This research program provided a concep-
tual bridge, which is actually rather rare in
developmental research, between cognitive
structures and cognitive behaviors, or judg-
ments. If young children do not distinguish
between outcomes over which they have
more or less control, and do not understand
that task difficulty and personal ability place
limits on the efficacy of effort, it makes
sense that they expect to do very well in the
future, regardless of current outcomes, if
they try really hard (see also Stipek & Mac
Iver, 1989). In a similar vein, if young chil-
dren do not understand that others’ out-
comes are diagnostic of ability, it makes
sense that they do not use social comparison
information to evaluate their current capaci-
ties or regulate effort. Moreover, if they do
not actually have any conception of ability
as distinct, for example, from luck and ef-
fort, it is not surprising that their percep-
tions of their own competence are poorly
differentiated, are not organized into general
traits, including ability, and are poorly cor-
related with objective criteria.

Ignorance Is Bliss:
Achievement-Related Behavior

and Motivation in Early Childhood

The evidence and analyses just reviewed
seemed to have some rather clear implica-
tions for understanding how not only con-
cepts and judgments but also competence-re-
lated motives and behaviors should change
between early and middle childhood. The
prevailing assumption, well-captured in
Nicholls and Miller’s (1984) witty chapter
title, “Development and Its Discontents,”
was that the immature reasoning and con-
ceptions of young children may actually be
associated with more adaptive behaviors
and motivation than are the more adequate
understandings of older children and adults
(see also Butler, 1989a, 1989b; Dweck &
Elliot; 1983; Stipek, 1984). First, researchers
reasoned that younger children should be
less vulnerable to the negative effects of fail-
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ure. Thus, their apparent failure to consider
negative information should render them
less aware of deficiencies in their perfor-
mance. Moreover, even when they realize
that they have performed poorly, their belief
in the primacy of effort, high perceived com-
petence, and failure to understand that cur-
rent outcomes have implications for their
ability should converge in maintaining ex-
pectations that greater effort will ensure fu-
ture success. Thus, Dweck and Elliot (1983)
proposed that young children are inclined to
respond to failure by increasing effort, per-
sistence, and strategic search or, in short,
with adaptive attempts to overcome diffi-
culty and attain mastery. Moreover, they
should not as yet be developmentally capa-
ble of displaying the alternative, helpless
pattern identified in studies with older chil-
dren, which is characterized by decrements
in performance and persistence, and nega-
tive affect and self-perceptions (Diener &
Dweck, 1978).

Second, researchers reasoned that the lim-
itations of preschool children’s thought have
adaptive consequences for their achievement
motivation. Achievement goal theorists dis-
tinguish between task (Nicholls, 1989) or
learning goals (Dweck, 1986) that orient
people to strive to learn and acquire worth-
while skills and understandings, and ego, or
performance, goals, that orient them to
strive to demonstrate superior, or disguise
inferior, ability. On the whole, task involve-
ment seems to be associated with more
adaptive processes and outcomes than ego
involvement, and especially with more con-
structive responses to challenge and diffi-
culty (see reviews by Ames, 1992; Butler,
2000). Adults may display either kind of
motivational involvement as a function of
both their personal task versus ego orienta-
tions and contextual emphases on the im-
portance of learning versus normative suc-
cess (Dweck, 1986, Nicholls, 1989). In
contrast, Nicholls and Miller (1984) rea-
soned that young children, who do not have
even a partially differentiated or trait-like
conception of ability, can strive to learn and
acquire competence but are incapable of or-
ganizing achievement strivings around con-
cerns with their ability. Although acquisition
of the normative concept of ability by about
age 7 may orient children to seek satisfac-

tion from outperforming others, Nicholls
and Miller reasoned that only with the ac-
quisition of the mature conception of ability
do young adolescents understand that fail-
ing to do so has implications for their ability
and future performance. Thus, only at this
point can they also exhibit the maladaptive
responses to failure typically associated with
ego involvement.

On the one hand, proposals that young
children’s cognitive limitations also “limit”
them to more, rather than less, adaptive pat-
terns of motivation and behavior accorded
well with the empirical evidence of their
buoyant optimism and positive self-apprais-
als and expectations reviewed earlier. On the
other hand, there are grounds for question-
ing whether young children are really such
incompetent self-evaluators as the opening
review implies, and whether they are neces-
sarily invulnerable to failure. First, young
children do not seem to behave in daily life
as if they are quite so obtuse about their ca-
pacities. Left to their own devices, they do
not usually attempt tasks that they cannot
do, and there would be far more playground
accidents if they always overestimated their
abilities. In addition, young children of-
ten respond to difficulty with distress and
frequently abandon challenging activities.
More generally, it is not clear how they can
select activities conducive to developing
skills and effective interactions with the en-
vironment, without some sense of their pres-
ent capacities and some interest in evaluat-
ing them. Second, the picture of young
children as consistently incompetent self-
evaluators across different measures, tasks,
domains, and contexts is somewhat strange
in view of converging evidence that their
thought in other domains is both more vari-
able and less limited than Piaget claimed.
Third, developmental analyses that empha-
size young children’s inflated judgments
have not always considered that adults also
tend to overestimate their abilities and per-
formance in ways that cannot be attributed
to structural cognitive deficits.

In the next sections, I extrapolate from de-
velopments in theory and research on early
cognitive development to identify other,
nonstructural factors that might both ac-
count for the age-related trends in children’s
knowledge about their own competence re-
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viewed earlier and indicate when young chil-
dren might be quite knowledgeable about
their capacities and skillful at evaluating
them. I then examine motivational influ-
ences on the early development of self-
evaluative strategies and judgments.

THE DEVELOPMENT

OF COMPETENCE AND COMPETENCE
ASSESSMENT REVISITED:

FROM INTERNAL STRUCTURES TO
THE ACQUISITION OF KNOWLEDGE
AND STRATEGIES IN CONTEXT

It is interesting that the cognitive-develop-
mental analyses reviewed earlier were for-
mulated during a period marked by serious
theoretical and empirical challenges to
Piaget’s basic assumptions regarding the pri-
macy of structure over content, strategy, and
context, the internal consistency of thought,
and the existence of universal stages of cog-
nitive development. In brief, studies be-
gan to yield converging evidence of sub-
stantial variability in reasoning across
tasks, domains, contexts, and, thus, within
stages. Interpretations of the unevenness of
thought range from neo-Piagetian emphases
on stage-like transformations within, but
not necessarily between, domains (Fischer,
1980) or for tasks that share the same logi-
cal structure and require equivalent levels of
knowledge (Case, 1985), to approaches that
reject the notion of stages and emphasize
continuous advances in thought, informa-
tion-processing capacities, and strategies
within domains and contexts (Siegler, 1996).
Most, however, understand the basic con-
structivist assumption that cognition devel-
ops through action as implying that children
address the challenges and dilemmas of daily
life by developing understandings and strate-
gies that are, at most, weakly restricted by
cognitive structures. Thus, theoretical analy-
ses increasingly emphasized processing ca-
pacities, strategies, and domains rather than
structures and stages, and research increas-
ingly focused on the ways in which children
acquire and use knowledge in specific do-
mains, during specific interactions, and in
specific contexts.

Before reviewing how researchers have
applied these ideas to reexamining early

competence assessment, it is relevant to ask
how they have affected our understanding of
young children in general. Although criti-
cisms of cognitive-developmental theory ap-
ply at all ages, there is particular consensus
that Piaget overestimated the limitations of
the preschool mind and the degree to which
these constrain concept formation and strat-
egy acquisition. In brief, studies repeatedly
indicated that young children displayed so-
phisticated, and apparently operational,
thought in domains in which they had more,
rather then less, knowledge, in contexts that
were familiar, rather than novel or artificial,
and for tasks that placed less, rather than
more, load on memory or attentional capac-
ities (see Flavell, 1985, 1999, and Siegler,
1996, for relevant reviews). Particularly per-
tinent in view of early assumptions that
young children cannot coordinate self-other
perspectives, children appear to be far less
egocentric than Piaget maintained (Gelman,
1979). In daily life, they engage in extended
dialogues and cooperative activity with
peers, and adopt, maintain, and coordinate
roles in sociodramatic play. They also de-
velop a theory of mind and the understand-
ing that others have knowledge, desires, and
intentions that may differ from their own,
and are able to adapt their own behavior
and communications accordingly, at least to
some extent.

These discrepancies between the Piagetian
and post-Piagetian young child can be ex-
plained in terms of two main kinds of fac-
tors. First, the latter, and, incidentally, the
apparently less egocentric young Soviet chil-
dren described at about the same time by
Vygotsky (1934/1978), typically have earlier
and more intensive peer experience. The role
of experience in the development of social
cognition was confirmed in an early study in
which Hollos and Cowan (1973) found that
children growing up on isolated Norwegian
farms demonstrated poorer social perspec-
tive taking, but not conservation, relative to
their urban counterparts. These findings ac-
corded well with other evidence that the
level of children’s thinking varies widely
across domains, depending in large part on
their knowledge base. Domain-specific
knowledge and strategies for applying this
knowledge vary in keeping with individual
differences in experience and interests (Chi
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& Koeske, 1983), but is more consistently
influenced by the challenges, strategies, and
solutions provided or scaffolded by young
children’s typical environments. For exam-
ple, both age trends and cultural differences
in children’s verbal recall have been attrib-
uted to the influence of formal schooling on
the acquisition of verbal rehearsal strategies
(Rogoff & Mistry, 1990). Moreover, specific
training in such strategies did indeed result
in superior recall (Keeney, Canizzo, &
Flavell, 1967). Second, Piaget’s emphasis on
the formal properties of logic and reasoning
frequently led researchers to present young
children with unfamiliar problems that were
also rather demanding in terms of the
amount and kinds of information that chil-
dren needed to process as a prerequisite for
engaging with the problem itself. Thus, in
domains as diverse as causal reasoning
(Bullock & Gelman, 1979) and perspective
taking (Borke, 1975), young children consis-
tently displayed higher levels of under-
standing when tasks, dilemmas, and proce-
dures were less, rather than more, complex.
Regarding competence assessment, one
implication is that self-appraisal may indeed
become more accurate, differentiated, and
responsive to relevant information with age,
in large part, however, because of age-re-
lated changes in children’s typical experi-
ences and contexts, rather than their internal
cognitive structures. Another implication is
that researchers may have used methodolo-
gies that led them to underestimate the self-
evaluative capacities of young children. In
this case, it is important to analyze both the
contexts within which younger and older
children develop self-evaluative knowledge
and strategies, and the contexts in which
these have been studied. Moreover, one
would expect variations in both to influence
children’s self-evaluative competence, as
they do their competence in other domains.

Contexts for Developing Knowledge
about Competence

An ethnographic study that followed Israeli
children during the transition from kinder-
garten to elementary school indicated that
these provided very different contexts for
the development of competence and compe-
tence assessment (Baumer, 1998). In brief, in

K1, children spent most of their time engag-
ing in unstructured, expressive, and creative
activities such as free play and arts and
crafts. They also had considerable freedom
to choose activities, to engage in them
however they liked, and to abandon them
whenever they wanted. As a result, they
were rarely required to meet performance
standards or persist until they did so. In con-
trast, in grade 1, they spent most of the day
working on structured assignments with
clearly defined procedures and solutions,
which they were required to complete.
Other parts of the day were devoted to di-
rect instruction in math and reading in small
ability groups. In addition, K1 teachers
rarely commented on children’s work and
tended to praise children indiscriminately
when they did so. Indeed, Baumer docu-
mented cases in which children themselves
expressed dissatisfaction with, for example,
a painting, and asked for new materials, so
that they could try again, but their teachers
responded by trying to persuade them that
their work was fine as it was. In contrast,
grade 1 teachers frequently evaluated chil-
dren’s work and were increasingly likely, as
the year progressed, to compare children’s
work with that of peers and to require them
to repeat unsatisfactory work. Thus, en-
trance into first grade exposed children for
the first time to an environment in which
they were required to acquire and demon-
strate specific skills, procedures, and under-
standings as they and their classmates
worked on the same structured tasks, at the
same time, with differing degrees of profi-
ciency.

Cognitive-developmental theorists were
not oblivious to such age-related changes in
children’s learning environments, but they
tended to emphasize the degree to which
these converged with and reinforced trans-
formations in the structure of children’s
thought. Thus, Nicholls (1989) proposed
that increasing emphases on normative eval-
uation and interpersonal competition in ele-
mentary school reinforce the concerns with
outperforming others that are enabled by
children’s acquisition of the normative con-
cept of ability, but do not play a major role
in their acquisition of this concept. Others
assigned typical changes in the structure and
social context of activity a more direct role
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in the development of self-evaluative knowl-
edge and strategies (Higgins & Parsons,
1983; Stipek & Mac Iver, 1989). These re-
searchers noted that it is both difficult and
rather inappropriate to evaluate competence
for unstructured, free-flowing activities,
such as play or painting, that do not have
clear and agreed outcomes or standards for
evaluating them. In contrast, when children
work on identical, structured assignments
that focus on clearly defined skills, it is both
feasible and functional to monitor and eval-
uate performance relative to task require-
ments, prior work, or others’ outcomes, es-
pecially when such evaluative standards,
strategies, and judgments are also modeled
by significant adults. In this case, it is not
surprising that children’s knowledge about
performance standards and their sense that
they could judge their own work indepen-
dently increased during middle childhood
(Harter, 1981). Finally, intensive experience
with different school domains, such as read-
ing, math, music, sports, and so on, should
enable children both to develop stable per-
ceptions of competence within each domain
and to distinguish between competencies in
different domains.

If age-related changes in contexts can ex-
plain, at least in part, why perceptions of
competence become more realistic and dif-
ferentiated, and more stable, integrated, and
trait-like with age, such perceptions should
also be sensitive to within-age variations in
context. Few studies have directly examined
the influence of relevant natural variations
in early childhood environments. In one ex-
ception, Stipek and Daniels (1988) exam-
ined the perceived scholastic competence of
two groups of 5- to 6-year-olds, who at-
tended either a “developmental” kindergar-
ten, similar to that described by Baumer
(1998), or an “academic” kindergarten, sim-
ilar to typical elementary school classrooms.
Results confirmed that perceptions were less
positive and more highly correlated with
teacher ratings in the academic than in the
developmental kindergarten or in most other
studies. Another study, in which we exam-
ined acquisition of the normative concept of
ability among children at ages 4-8, who
lived either in Israeli towns or on kibbutzim,
indicated that experience in context also af-
fected concept development (Butler &

Ruzany, 1993). A unique feature of kibbutz
child rearing at the time was that it took
place mainly in the peer group rather than
the family. From the age of 3 months, chil-
dren lived with a small group of same-age
peers whom they could observe as they ac-
quired physical and cognitive skills, and
learned to dress, eat alone, participate in
household chores, and so on. We reasoned
that this intensive experience might result in
relatively early appreciation of the relevance
of individual differences for evaluating com-
petence. As expected, kibbutz children ac-
quired the normative concept about a year
earlier than did urban children.

To summarize, school environments do
seem to change such that, compared with
older children, younger children typically
have less knowledge about the meaning and
nature of competence and ability across dif-
ferent activities and contexts, are less famil-
iar with evaluative standards, and have less
reason to acquire strategies for assessing
their competence. It seems likely that even
young children, however, have at least some
relevant experience. Parents demand compe-
tence in different domains and respond to
children’s mastery attempts with various
kinds of feedback (Kelley, Brownell, &
Campbell, 2000); children are also often
very frank about their younger siblings’
competence, or lack thereof. In addition,
many of the common activities of early
childhood, at school and at home, from in-
serting shapes into holes to puzzles and col-
oring, do provide clear and concrete perfor-
mance standards. Children also often engage
in such activities alongside others. In this
case, if they are less limited to their own per-
spective than early analyses assumed, it is
unlikely that they fail to attend to differ-
ences between their own and others’ perfor-
mance.

Some studies have indeed indicated that 3-
to 4-year-olds already behaved “as if” they
attended to discrepancies between their own
performance and task requirements or an-
other’s outcome, and displayed negative af-
fect after performing poorly relative to one
or the other standard (Schneider, 1984;
Stipek, Recchia, & McClintic, 1992). Stipek
and her colleagues also concluded that they
had some sense of the valence of their out-
comes for others, anticipating that adults
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would respond positively to their success,
and attempting to avoid negative reactions
to failure by avoiding eye contact. In other
studies, children at age 4-5 inserted them-
selves appropriately into hierarchies of rela-
tive standing in meaningful and familiar do-
mains, such as running speed (Morris &
Nemcek, 1982) or social dominance
(Strayer, Chapeskie, & Strayer, 1979), made
spontaneous social comparison statements
in classroom settings (Mosatche & Bragonier,
1981), and used information appropriately
to make judgments about another child (Ru-
ble et al., 1992; Stipek, 1984). Finally,
Marsh, Ellis, and Craven (2002) recently re-
ported evidence indicating the existence of a
multidimensional self-concept already among
4-year-olds. Thus, in contrast with earlier
findings (Harter & Pike, 1984), they found
that perceptions of physical, verbal, and
number competence, of physical appear-
ance, and of relations with peers and parents
loaded on distinct and fairly reliable factors.

To summarize, there are grounds for ven-
turing that the cognitive capacities and typi-
cal experiences of young children suffice to
enable the acquisition of at least some self-
evaluative knowledge and skills. In this case,
their rather consistent failure to use one or
another kind of information to assess their
competence in controlled studies merits fur-
ther examination.

Contexts for Studying the Development
of Competence Assessment

Many studies of young children’s judgments
can be faulted, as could many of Piaget’s
tasks, for requiring children to make rather
complex judgments for rather meaningless
activities (see also Butler, 1998; Dweck,
1999). In the interests of experimental con-
trol, many researchers deliberately used un-
familiar tasks with ambiguous outcomes,
such that children could not compare out-
comes directly but had to rely instead on
complex, symbolic information, such as
rates of success represented by numerical
scores (Ruble et al., 1980; Ruble, Eisenberg,
& Higgins, 1994). Such designs also differ
from natural settings, in which children typi-
cally see for themselves how they are doing
relative to the task or to someone else. Some
studies also presented children with multiple
standards, such as the outcomes of several

peers, or their own rates of success on sev-
eral trials (Butler & Ruzany, 1993; Ruble et
al., 1992; Stipek & Hoffman, 1980). In con-
trast, research on young children’s thought
implies that if one is interested in the emer-
gence of the understanding that a particular
standard is relevant for evaluating compe-
tence and of the capacity to use it appropri-
ately, one should use simple, rather than
complex, evaluative tasks and standards.
Analyzing  different kinds of = self-
evaluative comparisons in terms of the spe-
cific knowledge and strategies they require
can provide a framework for analyzing their
relative complexity, and for predicting
whether the capacity to use them for self-
appraisal should develop concurrently or at
different points (Case, 1985). For example,
in the simplest two-instance case, self-
evaluative social comparison involves a
comparison between two concrete outcomes
(for self and other), a task that seems for-
mally equivalent to comparing an outcome
(e.g., one’s attempt to solve a puzzle) with
an objective standard (e.g., the picture on
the box). Thus, one might expect both to
emerge at about the same time. In contrast,
temporal comparison typically involves a
more complex comparison between a con-
crete outcome (current performance) and a
mental representation (past performance). In
this case, young children may actually be
quite proficient in using simple objective and
social, but not necessarily temporal, self-
evaluative standards in their daily lives, and
thus also in appropriate controlled settings.
I tested this reasoning in two studies (But-
ler, 1998) in which children between the
ages of 4 and 8 evaluated their performance
on a familiar activity (tracing a winding path
between a child and a house) in the presence
of a simple, concrete social standard (the
work of one other child who had traced ei-
ther more or less of the path) or temporal
standard (their performance on a prior trial
in which they had completed either less or
more of the path). Results confirmed that
given a simple, two-instance comparison
and concrete outcome information, children
at age 4-5 evaluated their performance more
positively when they completed more, com-
pared with less, of the path than the other
child. Indeed, the discrepancy between self-
appraisals in success and failure conditions
was no smaller than at age 7-8. The youn-
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gest and oldest children also used similar
self-evaluative strategies. Most explained
their ratings by comparing their perfor-
mance appropriately with either the objec-
tive standard (“I only got halfway to the
house”) or the social standard (“I did more-
less than him”). Moreover, about 40% of
both the youngest and the oldest children
explained their ratings in terms of explicit
and appropriate social comparison.

In contrast, children in the youngest
group did not rate their current performance
differently when they performed better,
rather than worse, than on a previous trial,
and children did not explain their ratings in
terms of temporal comparison before age 7—
8, even when they were shown both their
outcomes. The youngest children did not,
however, evaluate themselves more favor-
ably than did the oldest ones, even in tempo-
ral comparison conditions. Instead, they at-
tended to the concrete standard that was
accessible to them—how much of the path
they had completed—and rated their perfor-
mance higher when they completed more,
rather than less, of the path. Thus, to sum-
marize, already by age 4-5, children were
capable of veridical self-appraisal as long as
the information available to them was
meaningful, accessible, and easy to process.
The findings for social comparison accord
well with the evidence reviewed earlier re-
garding early social comparison activity and
interest, and suggest that the failure of
young children to use social comparison ap-
propriately in prior studies was indeed influ-
enced by methodological factors. Analyzing
evaluative standards in terms of their com-
plexity can also explain why Ruble and her
colleagues also found that young children
did not use temporal comparison informa-
tion for self-appraisal (Ruble et al., 1992,
1994).

Research on early cognitive development
has also alerted us to the possibility that
children sometimes fail to understand the
question, or the researcher’s intentions,
rather than the concept. Findings that ap-
propriate use of information emerged later,
when children were asked to evaluate their
ability, than when they were asked to evalu-
ate their performance have been attributed
to their limited understanding of traits (Ru-
ble et al., 1992). Young children do, how-
ever, seem to form general perceptions of

their competence. They also display more
sophisticated reasoning about traits than we
used to think (Ruble & Dweck, 19953).
Moreover, given that ability is best evaluated
by integrating information over different
times and situations, one can ask how peo-
ple at any age do so on the basis of their per-
formance on one, or even several, experi-
mental trials. Thus, another possibility is
that young children tend to interpret ques-
tions about their ability literally, to believe
that the experimenter really is interested in
how good they are at solving puzzles or trac-
ing paths, and to respond, rather appropri-
ately from this point of view, in terms of
their general experience in similar domains.
In contrast, older children may be more
likely to understand that the experimenter is
really asking about their ability to use rele-
vant information.

One way to examine this possibility is to
ask children to explain their ratings. In one
relevant study, children rated their ability at
finding hidden chickens after they saw how
many chickens they and two peers had
found in a hidden figures task (Butler &
Ruzany, 1993). Several young children in
kibbutzim, which are agricultural communi-
ties, justified their high ratings by explaining
that “T always find lots of chickens in the in-
cubator”; other young children referred to
their experience with similar puzzles. In con-
trast, most of the older children referred to
the social comparison standards provided.
School experience may well play a role here,
as seems to be the case for strategies such as
verbal rehearsal. Thus, school tasks are not
only structured but are also structured in
ways that scaffold understanding that school
problems differ from those of daily life, and
should be solved using only the information
provided.

Evidence that young children can use self-
evaluative standards appropriately does not
necessarily imply that they are always moti-
vated either to evaluate their competence or
to do so accurately. Moreover, analyses that
emphasize the acquisition and application of
self-evaluative knowledge and strategies in
context do not, as yet, resolve the puzzle ad-
dressed by Stipek (1984). Thus, we still need
to explain why, when young children do not
evaluate themselves accurately, they over-
rather than underestimate their capacities. I
address these issues in the next section.
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DEVELOPMENTAL INFLUENCES
ON SELF-EVALUATIVE MOTIVES

Are Young Children Motivated
to Evaluate Their Competence?

There are grounds for venturing that self-
evaluative motivation increases with age
(Ruble, 1983), at least in part because
preschools of the kind described earlier are
less likely than typical elementary schools to
convey that levels of relative competence are
important. Thus, young children may be
motivated mainly to seek and attend to in-
formation relevant to acquiring competence,
and interest in evaluating competence
should increase during middle childhood
(Butler, 1989b). Ruble and Frey (1991)
reached a similar conclusion on the basis of
their analysis of the implications of stages of
skill acquisition for self-evaluative strategies.
They reasoned that young children tend to
be at early stages of skill acquisition, when it
is most functional to seek information rele-
vant to clarifying task requirements and ac-
quiring initial proficiency. With age, how-
ever, children are more likely to be at later
stages of skill acquisition, when it is appro-
priate to seek information relevant also to
evaluating their competence.

In a series of studies, we examined mo-
tives for attending to peers’ work during
arts-and-crafts activities. Results from the
first of these studies indicated that children’s
interest in peers’ work, as reflected in the
frequency with which they looked at others’
work, did not change between ages 4 and
10, but their explanations for doing so
changed dramatically (Butler, 1989b). Be-
fore grade 1, almost all children explained
their glances in terms of strivings to learn
from others, and said, for example, “My
flower came out funny so I wanted to see
how he did his” or “I couldn’t get the
ground right.” Thereafter, increasing num-
bers of children explained their glances in
terms of strivings for self-evaluation, and by
age 10, over 80% explained that “I wanted
to see if my design was good” or “I wanted
to see who made the best flower.”

Subsequent studies were designed to clar-
ify the roles of context, concept acquisition,
and stages of skill acquisition by comparing
motives for looking at peers’ work among 4-
to 10-year-old urban and kibbutz children at
different levels of acquisition of the norma-

tive concept of ability (Butler & Ruzany,
1993) and during earlier versus later stages
of task engagement (Butler, 1996). Urban
preschools differed from elementary schools,
as described by Baumer (1998). In keeping
with the collectivist kibbutz ideology, kib-
butz schools were, however, characterized
throughout by an explicit commitment to
cooperative and child-centered learning for
mastery, and teachers refrained from norma-
tive evaluation also in elementary school. As
expected, the results for urban children rep-
licated those of the first study, and the shift
from mastery to self-appraisal motives was
associated with both the transition to ele-
mentary school and acquisition of the nor-
mative concept of ability. In contrast, most
kibbutz children cited mastery reasons for
attending to peers’ work in both preschool
and elementary school, and both before and
after acquisition of the normative concept of
ability. In both environments, however, chil-
dren were more likely to cite learning rea-
sons during early stages of task engagement,
and self-appraisal reasons at later stages
(Butler, 1996).

These findings confirm the extent to which
not only self-evaluative knowledge and com-
petence but also motivation to evaluate the
self are constructed in context, and suggest
that in typical Western environments, this
does indeed increase with age-related changes
in the school environment. No studies have
examined the further implication that chil-
dren who attend more academic preschools
will display earlier interest in evaluating,
and not just in acquiring, competence. Ex-
perimental studies have, however, confirmed
that even 5-year-olds understood that it was
more appropriate to evaluate their work rel-
ative to social, rather than objective, stan-
dards when told that they were participating
in a competition to see who did the best
work (Butler, 1990). They were also more
likely to explain their glances in terms of
self-appraisal in a competitive than in a non-
competitive condition (Butler, 1996).

In all events, even if young children typ-
ically use the informational environment
mainly to acquire competence, we have seen
that they also evaluate their competence in
both controlled and natural settings. Indeed,
explaining that one looked at someone else’s
work because “My flower came out funny
and I wanted to see how he did his” also im-
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plies some appreciation of deficiencies in
one’s own work. I now turn to the second
question: Do positive biases decrease be-
tween early and middle childhood?

Motivation for Accurate versus Positive
Self-Evaluation

Analyses of early self-appraisal have not al-
ways considered the fact that adults also
tend to overestimate their abilities and per-
formance. Moreover, Taylor and Brown
(1988) concluded that self-enhancing biases
are associated with a pattern of positive ad-
justment and high self-esteem, reminiscent
of the confident and resilient young child de-
scribed in earlier sections. Overoptimistic
appraisals may, however, also impair effec-
tive coping by limiting p0551b111t1es of moni-
toring, evaluating, and improving outcomes
and capacities, of identifying and overcom-
ing deficiencies, and of setting and working
toward attainable goals. Thus, much recent
research on self-evaluative strategies and
judgments has been guided by the assump-
tion that these reflect conflicting strivings
for positive and veridical self-appraisal, and
by attempts to identify when one or the
other is more salient (Butler, 2000; Frey &
Ruble, 1985), or when people are more or
less likely to constrain positive biases
(Sedikides, Herbst, Hardin, & Dardis, 2002).

In brief, the more important it is for peo-
ple to view and present themselves in a posi-
tive light, the more likely are they to do so.
Positive biases in adults increase as a func-
tion of the personal, contextual, or cultural
importance of the attribute evaluated
(Sedikides, Gaertner, & Toguchi, 2003).
Self-presentation concerns may, however,
also constrain positive biases, because peo-
ple on occasion pay a price for presenting
themselves as superior to others, or as self-
aggrandizing and immodest self-appraisers
(Brickman & Bulman, 1977). Self-serving
biases also decrease as a function of the im-
portance of veridical self-appraisal. For ex-
ample, I have proposed that they are en-
hanced by performance goals and
constrained by learning goals (Butler, 1993,
2000). I reasoned that people who strive to
demonstrate superior ability or avoid the
demonstration of inferior ability should be
interested mainly in information that reflects
favorably on their ability. In contrast,

veridical self-appraisal is more adaptive
when people strive to learn and acquire
competence, because one cannot know
whether there is room for improvement
without some sense of one’s current profi-
ciency. Positive biases are also constrained
when people have more, rather then less, rel-
evant knowledge and expertise (Kruger &
Dunning, 1999), and when their cognitive
resources are more, rather than less, ade-
quate for processing available information
(Trope & Neter, 1993).

Integrating this, albeit schematic, review
with the foregoing analysis of the develop-
ment of self-evaluative competence and mo-
tivation suggests the existence of two con-
flicting, age-related trends. On the one hand,
motivation to evaluate the self favorably
may actually increase rather than decline
with age, in keeping with increases in the
pursuit of personal performance goals and
in contextual emphases on the importance
of demonstrating superior ability. On the
other hand, constraints on positive biases
should also increase as children acquire
more domain-specific knowledge, greater
capacity to process complex information,
and greater social understanding of the costs
of inflated self-appraisal.

This analysis can account for unexpected
findings from two studies in which, instead
of decreasing steadily with age, self-apprais-
als were most positive at age 5-6, and were
less favorable not only at ages 7-9 but also
at age 4-5 (Butler, 1990; 1998). Similarity
between appraisals after success and failure,
which is usually interpreted as evidence of
motivated bias, was also greatest at age 5-6,
mainly because self-appraisal in failure con-
ditions were particularly positive in this age
group. Moreover, although, as described
earlier, both the youngest and the oldest chil-
dren tended to evaluate themselves appro-
priately relative to simple and accessible
standards, the evaluative strategies of 5- to
6-year-olds were quite self-serving. Thus,
they were more likely to explain their ratings
in terms of social comparison when they
performed better, rather than worse, than
another child (Butler, 1998).

The differences between children in K1
and grade 3 cannot be interpreted solely in
terms of age-related decreases in wishful
thinking and advances in operational
thought, because the appraisals and expla-
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nations of preschool children were less self-
serving. Rather, I offered the tentative expla-
nation that the K1 children, who were about
to enter elementary school, were both more
motivated than the younger children to pre-
sent themselves as highly competent and less
capable than the older children of constrain-
ing positive biases (Butler, 1998). A recent
study (Kinsborn, 2002) provided a more di-
rect test of this analysis. We examined self-
evaluative judgments when children in pre-
school, K1, grade 1, and grades 3-4 saw ei-
ther that their performance on the tracing
task described earlier was both better than
that of another child and worse than that on
a prior trial, or that they had performed
worse than the other child but better than
before. For this more complex, multistan-
dard, evaluative task, 4- to 5-year-olds were
more likely than in the earlier study (Butler,
1998) to base their appraisals on compari-
son with the objective rather than the social
standard, but in both cases, they evaluated
their performance realistically. In contrast,
self-enhancing biases were marked both in
K1 and in grade 1. In K1, these took the
form of selective, self-enhancing compari-
sons with the less demanding social compar-
ison standard. In grade 1, when children
were able to attend also to the temporal in-
formation, they attended selectively to the
standard that reflected more favorably on
their performance. Only at age 9-10 did
most children again evaluate their perfor-
mance appropriately, usually by integrating
information from more than one of the
available objective, temporal, and social
standards.

Another factor that may have constrained
self-serving biases in the older children, as in
adults, is their increasing awareness of the
social costs of self-aggrandizing appraisals.
Indeed, in two interesting studies of social
comparison behaviors in K1 through grade
5 classrooms, overt, self-enhancing social
comparisons were most frequent in K1 and
grade 1, but more subtle comparisons, such
as inquiries about peer progress, increased
during middle childhood (Frey & Ruble,
1985; Pomerantz, Ruble, Frey, & Greulich,
1995). Older children were also more likely
than younger children to express disap-
proval of public declarations of superior
competence.

Further research is necessary to confirm

whether children initially tend to be
veridical rather than self-enhancing self-
evaluators. This proposal differs markedly
from most prior analyses, but many of these
were based on findings from studies in
which the youngest participants were al-
ready in kindergarten. In one exception,
Stipek and Hoffman (1980) found that 3- to
4-year-olds were more likely than were 5- to
6-year-olds to make more favorable judg-
ments after failure for the self than for an-
other child. In another study, however, 4-
year-old children’s expectations for the self
were modified by relevant information ex-
cept when an anticipated reward was made
contingent on success (Stipek, Roberts, &
Sanborn, 1984). Thus, positive bias in-
creased among young children, as among
older children and adults, with the incentive
value of success. In a similar vein, 4-year-
olds in another study evaluated their work
appropriately (and less favorably than did 7-
year-olds) when they were instructed to copy
a drawing of a flower as exactly as they
could, but overestimated their performance
when they were told that they were partici-
pating in a competition to see who could
make the best copy (Butler, 1990). They also
adopted different self-evaluative strategies in
the two conditions. Thus, they explained
their ratings in terms of appropriate com-
parisons with the original drawing in the
“match-the-standard” condition, but in
terms of self-serving comparisons with
peers’ work in the competitive condition.
For example, a child in the former condition
explained that his copy was not very good,
because he had done too many petals, but a
child in the competitive condition, who had
also drawn too many petals, explained that
his work was excellent, because he had
drawn more petals than his friend! In this
case, one can venture that if young children
are indeed less prone to motivated, self-en-
hancing biases than are older ones, this, too,
may have something to do with their typical
schools, which are less likely than are ele-
mentary schools to emphasize competitive
success.

Analysis in terms of increasing motivation
to evaluate the self favorably alongside in-
creasing capacity to constrain positive biases
can also provide a perspective for under-
standing why studies tend to find that aver-
age levels of perceived competence in vari-
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ous academic domains were similar and high
before about age 8 and declined steadily
thereafter (Marsh, Craven, & Debus, 1998;
Wigfield et al., 1997). As noted earlier, eval-
uating one’s competence in one or another
domain is a complex endeavor that requires
systematic consideration and integration of
outcomes across time and situations. Even
though young children seem more capable
than we once thought of forming general
perceptions of their cognitive competence,
they also find it difficult to integrate multi-
ple sources of information. Thus, one would
expect their perceptions to be based on a
rather unsystematic sampling of relevant
events and information, in keeping with
their relatively limited, domain-specific ex-
perience and information-processing capaci-
ties (see also Marsh et al., 1998). These con-
straints can also account for their rather
positive perceptions, because, as described
earlier, young children typically have little
reason to feel incompetent, and are rarely re-
quired to put their positive appraisals and
expectations to the test. Although this
changes, at least for the less able, with the
transition to elementary school, so should
all children’s appreciation of the importance
of success and their motivation to evaluate
themselves favorably. Thus, even though
sampling may become more systematic, mo-
tivated biases should initially maintain per-
ceived competence at rather high levels, in
real life as in controlled studies. Finally, de-
clines after the early elementary school
grades are consistent with the notion of con-
tinuous, rather than qualitative, increments
in children’s domain-specific experience,
proficiency in integrating relevant informa-
tion from different sources, awareness of the
costs of self-aggrandizement, and, thus, in
the capacity to constrain motivated biases.
In this context, it is important to note that
theory and research with older children and
adults has examined not only how people
integrate experiences and information to
form general perceptions of their competen-
cies and abilities, but also how individual
differences in these general perceptions in-
fluence self-evaluative strategies, inferences,
and consequences. Thus, for example, high
self-esteem is associated with positive self-
evaluative biases, and with more resilient re-
sponses in the event of failure and adversity
(Taylor & Brown, 1988). As long as re-

searchers assumed that young children uni-
formly overestimate their abilities and do
not have a sense of global self-worth, they
had little reason to consider the possibility
or role of early individual differences in self-
esteem. There may, however, be grounds for
reconsidering this assumption as well.

Research on affective development has
documented early individual differences in
the degree to which children behave “as if”
they have higher or lower levels of self-
worth or confidence, respond to novel
events with enthusiasm or fear and react to
difficulty with persistence or shame (Lewis,
1998). In the most comprehensive research
program to date, Dweck and her associates
(e.g., Cain & Dweck, 1995; Dweck,1999;
Smiley & Dweck, 1994) have documented
individual differences by age 4 in children’s
preferences to repeat a task on which they
had attained only partial success versus one
that they had previously completed success-
fully. Moreover, in contrast with prior find-
ings of uniformly high expectations and con-
tinuing behavioral persistence after failure,
this was the case for children who preferred
the challenging task, but not for those who
preferred the easy one. The latter, but not
the former, also displayed negative affect,
self-blame, and impaired strategies. Thus,
some quite young children displayed the
helpless responses to challenge and failure
that were once thought to emerge only in
middle childhood.

Dweck (1999) has attributed this pattern
to the early development of a sense of con-
tingent self-worth, which in her view is
rooted in the belief that outcomes reflect on
one’s worth and goodness rather than one’s
competence or ability. In support, she cited
findings that helpless responses were not re-
lated to children’s actual or perceived com-
petence for the target activity, but when chil-
dren role-played situations in which they
erred on a task, 53% of the “helpless” chil-
dren agreed they would feel that they were
not good children. However, a higher and
striking 62% made competence-related in-
ferences and said that they would feel they
were not good at the task or not smart
(Heyman, Dweck, & Cain, 1992). Thus, one
cannot discount the possibility that young
children’s early “idea of me” (Lewis, 1991)
incorporates representations of the self not
only as more or less worthy but also as more
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or less competent or efficacious. If so, one
can also venture that individual differences
in such representations may moderate
achievement-related judgments and behav-
iors much earlier than previously thought.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
FOR PROMOTING ADAPTIVE SELF-
ASSESSMENT, SELF-REGULATION,
AND MOTIVATION

To summarize, there are theoretical and em-
pirical grounds for making several general
claims about young children’s self-evaluative
knowledge, competence, and motivation,
and how these evolve during early and mid-
dle childhood. First, early (and some later)
descriptions of young children as consis-
tently inaccurate and incompetent self-eval-
uators are themselves inaccurate. Already
during their third year, if not before, chil-
dren display differential affect and behavior
in the event of more versus less successful
mastery attempts, and seem to anticipate
differential evaluative responses from adults.
Certainly by age 4, and possibly even earlier,
questions of competence are meaningful and
play a role in regulating activity. Quite
young children display practical understand-
ing of the diagnosticity of various informa-
tional standards and strategies, including so-
cial comparison, and use them appropriately
to evaluate their competence in controlled
settings. They also form quite reliable per-
ceptions of their competence in everyday do-
mains. They do, however, have difficulty
with some kinds of standards, such as infor-
mation about prior outcomes, and cannot
integrate information from multiple sources
or standards. However, there is some evi-
dence that even in such cases, they tend to
evaluate themselves rather appropriately rel-
ative to that information that is accessible to
them.

Second, there seems to be considerable
similarity in the factors that influence youn-
ger and older children’s competence-related
strategies, inferences and behaviors, and,
thus, in the ways in which they evaluate or
misevaluate themselves. Thus, appraisals of
specific outcomes and self-evaluative strate-
gies seem to be influenced in rather similar
ways by relevant experience and the com-
plexity of relevant information. Moreover,

the level of complexity that is “too difficult”
seems to change incrementally, rather than
dramatically, between early and middle
childhood. In a similar vein, there are
grounds for attributing increasing differenti-
ation in the self-concept to increasing expe-
rience with different domains, including
school subjects, more than to qualitative dif-
ferences in differentiation per se. Most gen-
erally, examination of the self-evaluative ca-
pacities and limitations of younger children,
and comparisons with those of older chil-
dren, serve to challenge “structural deficit”
analyses of the development of competence-
related judgments and concepts. Rather, I
have suggested that this is better explained
by parallel analyses of the typical contexts of
early and middle childhood, on the one
hand, and of the complexity of various self-
evaluative tasks and challenges, on the other.
Thus, in competence assessment, as in other
domains, children seem to acquire and apply
those skills, strategies, and concepts that are
functional to and scaffolded by their every-
day experience and commensurate with their
current knowledge and processing capaci-
ties.

Third, there do seem to be age-related dif-
ferences in children’s motivation to evaluate
themselves. Younger children seem to be
more oriented to acquiring than evaluating
competence, and motivation to evaluate
competence does seem to increase between
early and middle childhood, as other re-
searchers have suggested (Ruble, 1983; Ru-
ble & Frey, 1991). However, older children
behaved much like younger ones in experi-
mental and natural contexts that empha-
sized learning and competence acquisition,
and there is some evidence that younger chil-
dren behaved much like older ones in con-
texts that emphasized the importance of rel-
ative achievement. Thus, from an early age,
children also learn what kinds of compe-
tence are important, how each is best evalu-
ated, when it is important to demonstrate
superior ability, and what price one might
pay for doing so. In this context, I have ven-
tured that younger children may actually be
less inclined to motivated, self-enhancing bi-
ases than prior analyses have suggested, and
have cited evidence consistent with the no-
tion that both motivation to overestimate
one’s capacities and constraints on positive
biases increase after early childhood.
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These conclusions cast doubt on prior
claims that there are clear age-related trans-
formations in achievement-related behaviors
and motivation. First, this review is consis-
tent with other challenges to descriptions of
young children as necessarily optimistic and
confident about their capacities, even when
they encounter difficulty (Dweck, 1999).
The research program of Dweck and her as-
sociates has confirmed that at least some
young children respond negatively to diffi-
culty and challenge, and do so in ways that
do not seem to change much with age.
Moreover, if quite young children can attend
to relevant information to evaluate their
outcomes, anticipate the evaluative re-
sponses of others, and form general percep-
tions of their competence in familiar do-
mains, one might also wonder whether, as a
group, they are as invulnerable to failure as
early analyses assumed. As noted earlier,
there is very little relevant empirical evi-
dence, possibly because, until recently, there
seemed to be little reason to anticipate
nonresilient responses. But even 4- to S-year-
olds displayed less intrinsic motivation for
an activity after they performed worse, as
compared with better, than another (Butler,
1998). Further research might examine the
additional possibility that decrements in
confidence and interest will be even more
marked when young children experience re-
curring failures in one or other domain in
their daily lives.

Second, this review has implications for
the development of children’s achievement
motivation. Interestingly, the effects of age,
context, and individual differences on chil-
dren’s self-evaluative motivations and re-
sponses to challenge reviewed in this chapter
are similar to those associated with ap-
proach versus avoidance motivational orien-
tations (Elliot & Thrash, 2002) or task ver-
sus ego-involving settings (Butler, 1993)
among adults. On the one hand, analysis of
the typical contexts of early versus middle
childhood and findings from many empirical
studies are consistent with proposals that
young children typically pursue task, or
learning, goals in achievement settings
(Nicholls & Miiller, 1984). On the other
hand, I have cited evidence that even quite
young children were sensitive to contextual
cues regarding the importance of different
kinds of success or competence. In this case,

one can ask whether their motivational
strivings change as dramatically with age as
some researchers have suggested. Put an-
other way, are young children “developmen-
tally constrained” to pursue task goals, or
can they also be guided by strivings to dem-
onstrate superior, or disguise inferior, perfor-
mance or ability?

Few studies have examined the effects of
different goal cues on young children’s moti-
vation and behavior, possibly because re-
searchers tended to believe that young chil-
dren are incapable of pursuing performance,
or ego, goals. Consistent with this belief,
competitive conditions, which present a
strong performance-goal manipulation, did
not undermine children’s intrinsic motiva-
tion before about age 9-10 (Butler, 1989a,
1990). They did, however, undermine per-
formance on a creative task (Butler, 1989b),
motivation to learn from others (Butler,
1996) and veridical self-appraisal (Butler,
1990) among 4- to S-year-olds, as among
older children and adults. Thus, young chil-
dren sometimes behaved as if they were
guided by performance goals, and did so,
moreover, in contexts that evoke such goals
at later ages. In this case, a cautious working
hypothesis that could be examined in future
research is that consistent exposure to such
conditions at home or at school might well
create a more general orientation to pursue
performance, rather than learning, goals,
even in the preschool years.

Before 1 address some applied implica-
tions of this review, it is important to note
some issues it did not address. Most signifi-
cantly, in view of my emphasis on experi-
ence in context, in this review I discussed ed-
ucational contexts at length but barely
touched on those of the home and family.
My emphasis on general processes, strate-
gies, and concerns, and, thus, on “children
in general” is also problematic in view of the
role of factors such as class, ethnicity, and
culture in shaping children’s constructions of
themselves and the world, at home, at
school, and in the transition between them.
In a similar vein, I did not address possible
gender influences in the development of self-
relevant judgments and achievement motiva-
tion and behavior.

Despite these limitations, one clear ap-
plied implication of this review is that par-
ents and teachers should be aware that
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young children may display at least some of
the maladaptive responses to challenge, dif-
ficulty, and contextual emphases on relative
ability that have been documented at later
ages. The present emphasis on the construc-
tion of self-evaluative knowledge and
achievement motivation in context also sug-
gests some more specific guides as to behav-
iors and contexts that are likely to promote
more or less constructive responses. Pro-
viding children with supportive and infor-
mative feedback about task requirements
and effective strategies in settings that em-
phasize the value of acquiring knowledge
and understanding of the world and the self
should maintain and promote tendencies to
evaluate the self appropriately, and to use
self-knowledge constructively to promote
competence acquisition. It is questionable
whether the kinds of preschool environ-
ments described by Baumer (1998) provide
such scaffolds, but at least they do not seem
to undermine children’s sense of compe-
tence. In contrast, parents and teachers who
dismiss or criticize children’s mastery at-
tempts, set unreasonable standards, or com-
pare them with more successful siblings,
neighbors, and classmates should convey
both that it is more important to succeed
than to learn, and that the child is incompe-
tent and unworthy (see also Dweck, 1999;
Kelley et al., 2000). Adults who respond in
these ways should also be less likely to pro-
vide environments in which children can
correct negative self-conceptions and behav-
iors, and derive satisfaction from acquiring
competence.

With the transition to elementary school,
children are more likely to encounter critical
evaluations, tasks that they find difficult,
and cues that convey the importance of dem-
onstrating superior ability. In this case, it is
not surprising that the frequency of helpless
responses and the level of performance goal
orientation increases during middle child-
hood. However, there is converging evidence
that supportive settings and constructive
feedback of the kinds described earlier are
effective in promoting constructive self-eval-
uation and adaptive self-regulation, and
achievement strivings at all ages (Ames,
1992; Butler, 2000).

To summarize, the evolvement of chil-
dren’s self-evaluative competencies, strate-
gies, and motivations, described here and by

some other researchers (Dweck, 1999; Ruble
& Frey, 1991), presents a rather different
picture of young children’s strengths and
vulnerabilities than that depicted in many
earlier analyses. On the one hand, young
children seem to be more competent than we
once thought in evaluating their outcomes
and capacities, and should, thus, also be less
limited in using self-knowledge and the in-
formational environment to monitor and
regulate activity, to set goals, and to acquire
strategies for attaining them. On the other
hand, these very competencies may also ren-
der them more vulnerable than we once
thought to developing maladaptive patterns
of self-doubt and helplessness, and the belief
that it is more important to succeed, or
avoid failure, than it is to learn and acquire
competence.
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Competence, Motivation, and Identity
Development during Adolescence
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dolescents experience many important
Achanges in their lives and circumstances
that impact the development of their compe-
tence and motivation. These include the bio-
logical changes associated with puberty,
changes in relations with family and peers,
increasing concern about their identities and
roles, and the social and educational
changes resulting from school transitions
(see Eccles & Wigfield, 1997; Midgley &
Edelin, 1998; Wigfield & Eccles, 2002). Ad-
olescents also face many crucial decisions
that can affect them over the course of their
lives, such as decisions about their educa-
tion, possible occupations, which social rela-
tionships to pursue, and whether or not to
engage in a variety of risky behaviors. Many
adolescents cope well with these changes
and decisions, and make choices that lead to
positive developmental outcomes for them
in a variety of areas. Others, however, have
difficulty with one or another of these
changes and choices, and as a result are at
risk for various negative outcomes.
What is the role of competence beliefs and
motivation during adolescence? Motivation
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theorists posit that individuals’ competence
beliefs, values, goals, and other motivational
variables relate to their performance on dif-
ferent activities, effort exerted in them, and
choices of which activities to pursue, and
which to avoid (Eccles, Wigfield, &
Schiefele, 1998; Wigfield, Eccles, Schiefele,
Roeser, & Davis-Kean, in press). Adoles-
cents with strong beliefs in their compe-
tence, and positive achievement values and
goals, thus should perform more capably, be
more likely to exert the effort needed to ac-
complish different activities, and make ap-
propriate decisions about activities to do, as
well as other, more complex choices. Thus,
healthy competence beliefs and motivation
are central to healthy development during
adolescence.

We focus in this chapter on change during
adolescence in children’s beliefs about their
competencies and motivation, with a pri-
mary focus on competence and motivation
in academic settings. We also discuss the de-
velopment of broader self-representation
processes, with a special focus on identity
formation. We discuss identity development,
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because adolescence is the time in which
identities begin to take shape, and adoles-
cents’ identity development has important
implications for the development of their
competence and motivation, and for the
kinds of decisions they make about what to
do with their lives. We begin with a brief
overview of the major changes adolescents
experience to provide a context for our dis-
cussion of the development of adolescents’
perceived competencies, motivation, and
identity. Our focus primarily is on the expe-
riences of American adolescents; the devel-
opmental course of adolescents’ competence
and motivation in other cultures may be
quite different.

CHANGES DURING ADOLESCENCE
Puberty

The biological changes associated with pu-
berty are among the most dramatic ones that
individuals experience during their lifetimes.
In part because of these dramatic biological
changes, historically, different theorists por-
trayed the early adolescent period as a pe-
riod of “storm and stress,” where there is a
great deal of conflict between children, par-
ents, and teachers (e.g., Blos, 1979; Hall,
1904). Such views often are presented in the
media, and in other forums as well, leading
many to believe that adolescence is necessar-
ily a turbulent time (see Buchanan, 2002).
While it is undeniable that major physical
changes occur during early adolescence,
many researchers now believe that the char-
acterization of this time period as one of
storm and stress is an overstatement (see,
e.g., Arnett, 1999; Dornbusch, Petersen, &
Hetherington, 1991). However, the biologi-
cal changes adolescents go through do have
many influences on their thinking and
behavior, posing challenges for many adoles-
cents (Arnett, 1999).

Cognitive Changes

Children’s thinking also changes during the
adolescent years (e.g., see Byrnes, 1988;
Keating, 1990; Moshman, 2004). For our
purposes, the most important changes are
the increasing propensity to think abstractly,
to consider the hypothetical, as well as the
real, to engage in more sophisticated and

elaborate information-processing strategies,
to consider multiple dimensions of a prob-
lem at once, and to reflect on oneself and on
complicated problems (see Keating, 1990,
and Moshman, 2004, for more complete
discussion). Such changes have potentially
important influences on children’s learning.
They also have implications for individuals’
motivation, competence beliefs, and identi-
ties. Theorists such as Erikson (1968) and
Harter (1990) view the adolescent years as a
time of change in children’s self-beliefs, as
young people consider what possibilities are
available to them and try to come to a
deeper understanding of themselves. These
sorts of self-reflections require the kinds of
higher order cognitive processes just dis-
cussed.

Along with these changes in cognitive pro-
cesses, children’s skills increase in many
ways as they move from childhood into
adolescence. Through schooling and partici-
pation in sports and other activities, adoles-
cents gain a variety of increasingly sophisti-
cated skills. Of course, there are great
individual differences in the extent to which
these skills are acquired, but all adolescents’
skills do grow. Similarly, adolescents also
learn to control and regulate their behavior,
so that they can manage their daily routines
more efficiently and independently (see
Pintrich, 2003; Zimmerman, 2000). Again,
some adolescents develop these regulatory
skills more completely than do others, but
most adolescents do develop them. These
changes also have implications for adoles-
cents’ developing perceptions of their com-
petence, motivation, and sense of them-
selves. Adolescents who can regulate their
behavior efficiently likely develop a stronger
sense of competence in different areas, as
well as motivation to participate in these ac-
tivities.

Changes in Social Relations

Children’s social relations change in impor-
tant ways as they go through adolescence
(see Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 1998). We
only have space here to make several general
points about these changes. Parents obvi-
ously continue to have a strong influence on
their adolescents’ development, and many
parents remain very involved in their adoles-
cents’ lives. They continue to provide oppor-
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tunities for their children to develop their
competencies, and feedback that influences
adolescents’ sense of competence and moti-
vation (see Eccles et al., 1998; Jacobs &
Eccles, 2000). But compared to earlier devel-
opmental periods, parental influences likely
wane, at least in comparison to the influence
of peers, for various reasons. One clear ex-
ample of this is that parents’ involvement in
their children’s schooling often declines dur-
ing adolescence (see Epstein & Connors,
1995). Also, parents and adolescents often
experience more conflict in their relations as
adolescents assert their independence and
spend more time away from home. Peer rela-
tions take on more importance in adoles-
cence, both in terms of the amount of time
adolescents spend with peers and the influ-
ence they have on one another (see Berndt &
Keefe, 1995). In general, children and ado-
lescents who are accepted by their peers and
have good social skills do better in school
and have more positive academic achieve-
ment motivation. In contrast, socially re-
jected and highly aggressive children are at
risk for numerous negative outcomes, in-
cluding competence and motivational out-
comes (e.g., Parker & Asher, 1987).

Although peer influence often is portrayed
in negative terms, research indicates that
peers often gravitate to similar others, and
strengthen each others’ motivational orien-
tations and achievement patterns (Berndt
& Keefe, 1995; Kindermann, 1993; Kin-
dermann, McCollam, & Gibson, 1996).
Whether such effects are positive or negative
depends on the nature of the peer groups’
motivational orientations. High-achieving
children who have other high achievers as
friends can develop even more positive aca-
demic motivation over time. In contrast, low
achievers who join a low-achieving peer
group can become even less motivated to do
school work and instead become motivated
to engage in other activities valued by this
peer group. Some of these activities may en-
hance adolescents’ competence, and some
may not (see Kindermann, 1993; Kinder-
mann et al., 1996).

School Transitions

Most adolescents go through two school
transitions, one from elementary to middle
school, and one from middle to high school.
The environments in these settings are quite

different from one another, so students have
to adjust to them in many ways. These tran-
sitions, particularly the middle school transi-
tion, have a strong impact on many stu-
dents’ competence beliefs and motivation,
and this impact often is negative (see
Anderman & Maehr, 1994; Eccles &
Wigfield, 1997; Wigfield & Eccles, 2002).
Students must cope with disruptions to their
social networks, larger and more impersonal
school bureaucracies, relations with teachers
that often are less personal, and more exten-
sive tracking and ability grouping, among
other things. These changes can substan-
tially influence adolescents’ competence,
identities, and motivation; we now turn to
how these develop.

CHANGES IN ADOLESCENTS’
ACHIEVEMENT MOTIVATION

Work on the development of motivation and
achievement-related beliefs, values, and
goals has flourished in the last 30 years (see
Eccles et al., 1998; Pintrich & Schunk,
2002; Wigfield et al., in press). Eccles et al.
(1998) categorized these belief, values, and
goal constructs in terms of questions stu-
dents can ask themselves that have implica-
tions for their motivation. One question is
“Can I succeed on this task or activity?”
Constructs related to this question include
students’ competence-related beliefs and
self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997), their attribu-
tions for success and failure (Weiner, 1985),
and their perceptions of control over out-
comes (Skinner, Zimmer-Gembeck, &
Connell, 1998). In general, when students
have high self-efficacy, the belief that they
can control their achievement outcomes, and
internal attributions for their success, they
tend to be more positively motivated and
perform better on different achievement
tasks and activities (see Eccles et al., 1998,
for a complete review). The second ques-
tion—“Why do I want to do this activ-
ity?”—has to do with the purposes for
which students engage in academic activi-
ties. This question is crucial to motivation.
Even if individuals believe they can succeed
on a task or activity, they may not engage in
it if they have no clear purpose for doing so.
Constructs related to this question include
students’ valuing of achievement (Wigfield
& Eccles, 2000), goals for achievement
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(Ames, 1992; Pintrich, 2000), and intrinsic
and extrinsic motivation (Gottfried, Flem-
ing, & Gottfried, 2001; Ryan & Deci,
2000). When students value achievement,
have clear goals for achievement, and are in-
trinsically motivated, they tend to be more
engaged in academic activities and perform
better.

Researchers have studied how these moti-
vational constructs change across age in dif-
ferent ways. Some researchers have exam-
ined whether children’s motivation becomes
more stable over time, and they find that, in-
deed, it does. Adolescents’ perceptions of
competence, valuing of achievement, and in-
trinsic motivation all become more stable
across age and in comparison to elementary
school students’ competence beliefs, values,
and intrinsic motivation (e.g., Eccles et al.,
1989; Gottfried et al., 2001; Wigfield et al.,
1997). For instance, Gottfried et al. (2001)
measured children’s intrinsic motivation for
verbal and math activities when children
were ages 9, 10, 13, 16, and 17. In both do-
mains, children’s intrinsic motivation be-
came more stable over time, particularly
during the adolescent years, with the stabil-
ity correlations reaching .86 for intrinsic
motivation for verbal activities and .63 for
math intrinsic motivation, when students
were 16 and 17 years old. Researchers also
have examined mean-level change in these
constructs; we review the findings from this
work next.

Changes in Competence-Related Beliefs

A consistent finding with respect to certain
kinds of competence-related beliefs is that
they decline during early adolescence and
adolescence (for reviews, see Anderman &
Maehr, 1994; Eccles et al., 1998). Spe-
cifically, early adolescents have lower per-
ceptions of their competence for different
school subjects and other activities than do
their younger peers (Eccles et al., 1989;
Jacobs, Lanza, Osgood, Eccles, & Wigfield,
2002; Marsh, 1989; Wigfield, Eccles, Mac
Iver, Reuman, & Midgley, 1991). Jacobs et
al. (2002) examined change in children’s
competence for math, language arts, and
sports across grades 1-12. The overall pat-
tern of change was a decline in each domain.
There were some differences across domains
with respect to when the strongest changes
occurred, particularly in language arts and

math. In language arts, the strongest de-
clines occurred during elementary school,
and little change was observed after that. In
sports, the change accelerated during the
high school years. The decline in math com-
petence beliefs was steady over time.

This same pattern does not appear to hold
for self-efficacy beliefs, likely because of dif-
ferences in how competence beliefs and self-
efficacy are defined and measured. Bandura
(1997) defined “self-efficacy” as individuals’
beliefs about their own capabilities to ac-
complish a task or activities. Therefore, re-
searchers most often measure self-efficacy by
asking individuals how confident they are
that they can do a given task (see Pajares,
1996). Because children’s skills increase with
age, adolescents should be more confident in
their ability to do more complex tasks than
are younger children, which indeed has been
found to be the case (Shell, Colvin, &
Bruning, 1995; Zimmerman & Martinez-
Pons, 1990). In contrast, researchers mea-
suring perceptions of competence often in-
clude questions asking children to compare
their ability to that of others, and to assess
how good they are at a more general activ-
ity, such as math. It is on these latter kinds
of measures, when students compare them-
selves to others and provide broader evalua-
tions of their competence, that the declines
are observed.

Competence beliefs also become more ac-
curate in the sense of relating more closely
to children’s performance (Assor & Connell,
1992). Indeed, competence-related beliefs
relate strongly to children’s performance on
different academic, social, and sport activi-
ties, even when previous performance levels
on the activities are controlled (for reviews,
see Bandura, 1997; Wigfield & Eccles,
2002).

Changes in Adolescents’ Perceived Value
of Achievement, Intrinsic Motivation,
and Goal Orientations

Students’ valuing of different school subjects
also declines as they move through school,
with the declines especially marked across
the transition to middle school (Eccles et al.,
1989; Wigfield et al., 1991). Jacobs et al.
(2002), in the study just described, found
that children’s valuing of the domains of
math, language arts, and sports declined. As
was the case for competence beliefs, chil-
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dren’s valuing of language arts declined
most during elementary school and then lev-
eled off. By contrast, children’s valuing of
math declined most during high school.
Researchers also have found decreases in
children’s intrinsic motivation to learn, in
both cross-sectional and longitudinal stud-
ies (Gottfried et al., 2001; Harter, 1981).
Harter measured intrinsic motivation gener-
ally, and Gottfried et al. (2001) measured in-
trinsic motivation for different subject areas
(math, reading, social studies, science), as
well as general school intrinsic motivation.
Gottfried et al. found declines across ages 9-
16 in all these aspects of intrinsic motivation
except social studies. These findings point to
the importance of measuring motivation
constructs in domain-specific ways.

What about students’ goals for achieve-
ment? Researchers studying children’s goals
often focus on achievement goal orienta-
tions, and have defined and studied several
different goal orientations (see Pintrich,
2003). One goal orientation concerns indi-
viduals® desire to learn new things and mas-
ter material; this orientation has been called
a “task mastery” or “learning goal orienta-
tion” by different researchers (Ames, 1992;
Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Maehr & Midgley,
1996; Nicholls, 1984). Another orientation
concerns individuals’ desires to outperform
others and receive favorable evaluations of
their performance; this orientation is termed
“ego orientation” or “performance goal ori-
entation.” The early work on these goal ori-
entations suggested that mastery goal orien-
tations were associated with a variety of
positive developmental outcomes, and per-
formance goal orientations, with negative
outcomes.

Researchers have explored dual aspects of
both the performance and mastery orienta-
tions, dividing them into approach and
avoidance goals (see Elliot, 1999; Pintrich,
2000). An example of a performance-ap-
proach goal is wanting to do better than
others, whereas an example of a perfor-
mance-avoid goal is not wanting to appear
stupid. Mastery—avoid goals include work-
ing to avoid misunderstanding, or desiring
not to be wrong when doing achievement
activities. Performance-approach goals re-
late positively to performance and some as-
pects of motivation, whereas performance—
avoid goals have a number of negative con-
sequences for students. Mastery—avoid goals

have a mixture of positive and negative con-
sequences (see Elliot & McGregor, 2001).

There has not been a lot of work on the
development of goal orientations during ad-
olescence. Extant work shows that students
tend to focus more on performance goals as
they get older, at the expense of task mastery
goals (see Anderman, Austin, & Johnson,
2002, for review). School reform efforts de-
signed to enhance students’ mastery goal
orientations have had some benefits for stu-
dents’ motivational outcomes (Anderman,
Maehr, & Midgley, 1999).

EXPLAINING CHANGE
IN ADOLESCENTS’ MOTIVATION

We just discussed how adolescents’ intrinsic
motivation and perceptions of competence
become more stable but also show a decline
over time. In certain respects, these findings
seem paradoxical, but they actually are not.
The stability findings indicate that adoles-
cents high in intrinsic motivation one year
are more likely to be (relatively) high in in-
trinsic motivation the next year than are
younger students; younger students’ motiva-
tion is more variable year to year. But across
the entire group of adolescents, intrinsic mo-
tivation is going down. The adolescent high
in intrinsic motivation one year may still be
intrinsically motivated the next year, but
perhaps to a lesser extent. So individuals
show stability, but the overall group shows a
decline.

How has the mean-level decline in moti-
vation been explained? Researchers have ex-
plained these changes in two major ways.
One explanation focuses on cognitive and
other changes within the individual. As chil-
dren mature cognitively and receive increas-
ing amounts of evaluative feedback, they
come to understand more clearly their rela-
tive level of performance, and what the
evaluative feedback means (for further dis-
cussion, see Eccles et al., 1998; Stipek &
Mac Iver, 1989; Wigfield et al., in press).
During their school years, children and ado-
lescents receive a great deal of evaluative in-
formation about their school performance
and also about other activities that they do.
They become better at processing and un-
derstanding this information, and so become
more realistic in their assessments, as noted
earlier. Children and adolescents also use so-
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cial comparative information more as they
get older, and also understand better the im-
plications of that information. A child might
believe she is a very good reader, because she
can recognize letters in books. However,
when she begins school and sees other chil-
dren already reading chapter books, she be-
gins to understand that perhaps she is not
such a good reader. Social comparison can
lead many children to doubt their capabili-
ties. These changes in beliefs about compe-
tence can lead to a decrease in students” mo-
tivation, especially for students doing less
well in school.

The second explanation focuses on ways
in which the experiences children have in
school can contribute to the decline in stu-
dents’ motivation. As noted earlier, children
receive more evaluative information as they
go through school, and due to the current
climate emphasizing assessment and evalua-
tion of students and teachers, the amount of
evaluative information children receive is in-
creasing. When this information focuses
children on their ability relative to others,
many children find it difficult to maintain a
strong sense of their competence, which can
deflate their academic motivation. Further-
more, schools also often promote practices
that accentuate children’s tendency to com-
pare themselves to others, which, once
again, can contribute to a decline in many
children’s sense of competence and, ulti-
mately, their motivation (see Wigfield &
Eccles, 2002). Such practices can lead stu-
dents to focus more on performance goals at
the expense of mastery goals (see Anderman
et al., 2002).

There has been a great deal written about
how such practices (and others) become in-
creasingly likely after students enter junior
high or middle school (see Anderman &
Maehr, 1994; Eccles & Midgley, 1989;
Wigfield & Eccles, 2002). Students’ friend-
ship networks can be interrupted when they
move to a new school; they may not have
any classes with friends from their elemen-
tary school. Teachers teach a large number
of students and may not get to know their
students very well, and likely interact with
them almost exclusively around the aca-
demic subject they teach. Family involve-
ment in school often declines during the
middle school years. All of these things can
disrupt early adolescents’ social relations,
making the school transition more difficult.

Instructional practices change in impor-
tant ways as well. There often is an increase
in the use of between-classroom ability-
grouping practices, and more rigorous eval-
uation and testing increases students’ focus
on their ability. These practices could con-
tribute to the decline in competence-related
beliefs experienced by many students. Such
practices also lead students to focus more on
performance goals, often at the expense of
mastery goals (Anderman et al., 2002). Be-
cause of the larger size of the schools, ad-
ministrators and teachers often feel the need
to control students more closely, thus giving
students fewer opportunities for choice and
autonomy.

Eccles and Midgley (1989) argued that a
main reason these kinds of changes in both
social relations and instructional practices
have a negative impact on students’ motiva-
tion is that they are developmentally inap-
propriate for early adolescents. At a time
when the children are growing cognitively
and emotionally, desiring greater freedom
and autonomy, and focusing on social rela-
tions, they experience school environments
that do not promote these things. Therefore,
for many early adolescents, these practices
contribute to the negative change in motiva-
tion and achievement-related beliefs. Many
of these practices continue into high school.

We have focused primarily on how changes
in instructional practices influence how ado-
lescents’ competence-related beliefs and goal
orientations change. With respect to intrin-
sic motivation and valuing of achievement,
the observed decreases may occur because
the materials and topics studied during mid-
dle and even high school may not hold stu-
dents’ interest. This likely is due in part to
the nature of the topics studied, but also to
adolescents’ growing interests in activities
outside of school, especially social activities.
Adolescents have a wider range of activities
from which to choose, and activities with
peers take on increased importance for
many adolescents. If adolescents focus too
much on social activities, their academic
motivation and performance can suffer. Sec-
ond, some researchers have argued that chil-
dren’s sense of competence partially drives
their intrinsic motivation for a given activity,
particularly achievement-related activities
(see Harter & Connell, 1984; Wigfield,
1994). The results of Jacobs et al.’s (2002)
longitudinal study of the development of
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children’s competence beliefs and valuing of
achievement provides support for this view.
In this study, changes in children’s compe-
tence beliefs appeared to drive changes in
their valuing of school (a construct related
to intrinsic motivation) rather than the re-
verse, and, as described earlier, both compe-
tence beliefs and values declined.

Based in part on concern about the de-
clines in student motivation, there have been
a variety of middle school reform efforts de-
signed to change school environments and
instructional practices in ways that facilitate
rather than debilitate students’ motivation.
A number of these efforts have been success-
ful, but such reforms are not as widespread
as they should be (for reviews, see Mac Iver,
Young, & Washburn, 2002; Wigfield &
Eccles, 2002). Such reforms are less preva-
lent at the high school level, but they are be-
ginning to occur (National Research Coun-
cil, 2004).

In summary, during the early adolescent
and adolescent years, children’s competence-
related beliefs, intrinsic motivation, and goal
orientations for achievement change, often
in negative ways. These changes occur be-
cause of changes in children’s understand-
ings and interpretation of their achievement
outcomes, and also because of changes
in the instructional practices they experi-
ence in secondary schools. How individuals’
broader self-representations change at ado-
lescence is the topic in the next section.

SELF-CONCEPT AND IDENTITY
FORMATION AT ADOLESCENCE

Identity formation is a fundamental process
in adolescence. A discussion of competence
and motivation in adolescence would be in-
complete without consideration of the ef-
fects that identity development processes
may have on these constructs. Furthermore,
in recognition of the complex nature of indi-
viduals’ identities, gender and ethnicity must
be considered. We begin this section with an
overview of identity development, continue
with an examination of identity in relation
to academic competence and motivation,
and end with discussions of gender and eth-
nic identity in relation to academic compe-
tence and motivation.

Researchers in self-concept and identity
often have not clearly defined the constructs

they studied, or have defined them ambigu-
ously (for discussion of definitional
problems in this area, see Harter, 1998;
Marsh, 1990b). Thus, definitions for the
purposes of this chapter are in order. “Self-
concept” refers to one’s perception of one-
self, made up of beliefs about many different
aspects of self and evaluations of perfor-
mance in different areas (Harter, 1990;
Shavelson, Hubner, & Stanton, 1976;
Wigfield & Karpathian, 1991). “Self-es-
teem” refers to one’s judgment of one’s
worth or value as a person (Harter, 1990;
Wigfield & Karpathian, 1991). “Identity”
refers to an overall sense of who one is; it is
a broader construct than other self-system
components, inclusive of self-concept and
self-esteem (Erikson, 1968; Spencer &
Markstrom-Adams, 1990).

In his well-known psychosocial theory of
the development of the self-system, Erikson
(1968) identified adolescence as a period fo-
cused on identity formation. Adolescents are
characterized as having to negotiate a series
of developmental tasks in order to form a
coherent identity; particularly relevant to
our discussion is the exploration of educa-
tional and occupational options and aspira-
tions. The process of identity formation in-
volves an exploration of opportunities and
different roles, and a synthesis into a coher-
ent sense of self. If individuals are unable to
develop a coherent identity, they may fall
into role confusion.

Marcia (1980) extended Erikson’s discus-
sion of identity development by postulating
four identity statuses. Adolescents who have
neither explored alternatives nor made a
commitment are said to be in identity diffu-
sion. If commitment is made without explo-
ration, the status is identity foreclosure.
Identity moratorium describes adolescents
in the midst of exploration, and identity
achievement describes adolescents who have
undergone exploration and developed a co-
herent identity.

These models of identity formation were
all developed for the purpose of universal
generalizability; however, attention has re-
cently focused on gender and ethnicity as sa-
lient factors that may have important impli-
cations for identity development (e.g.,
Eisenberg, Martin, & Fabes, 1996; Phinney,
1990; Root, 1998). These factors and how
they relate to academics are addressed fur-
ther in later sections.
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IDENTITY AND ACADEMIC
COMPETENCE AND MOTIVATION

In the context of academic achievement re-
search, identity formation has been concep-
tualized as the process by which individuals
(1) develop a more accurate sense of their
relative competencies, (2) come to under-
stand what their values are, and (3) conceive
self-esteem as grounded in these valued ar-
eas (Eccles et al., 1989). This definition em-
phasizes the development of academic com-
petence and motivation as an integral part of
identity formation. Researchers interested in
identity and academics have approached
these issues a variety of ways, which include
examining relations of academic variables
with identity statuses or, more frequently,
exploring the development of academic self-
concepts.

Identity Status and Academic Outcomes

There is a dearth of research connecting
Erikson’s and Marcia’s identity theories with
academic outcome variables, and much is
unknown about the academic implications
of different identity statuses. Preliminary
work in this area has examined the relation
between identity status classification and ac-
ademic achievement in high school and col-
lege students (Berzonsky, 1985). These stu-
dents were interviewed and classified by
Marcia’s identity statuses, and categorized
as overachievers or underachievers based on
the difference between predicted grade point
average (as indicated by Scholastic Aptitude
Test scores) and actual grade point average.
It was anticipated that students in identity
diffusion would display problem behaviors
indicative of maladjustment and under-
achievement; however, this was not the case.
In the high school sample, individuals with
identity diffusion showed expected achieve-
ment, and in the sample of college freshman,
individuals with identity diffusion displayed
overachievement. Students who were cate-
gorized by identity foreclosure in high
school showed overachievement, whereas
individuals with identity foreclosure in col-
lege displayed underachievement. Generally,
these findings suggest that the relations of
identity status to competence and motiva-
tion are complex, and more research is nec-
essary to elucidate the relationship between
identity status and variables such as aca-

demic achievement, competence, and moti-
vation.

Self as Student

The development of conceptions of the self
as a student is a particular aspect of adoles-
cent identity that has been of interest to edu-
cational researchers (Roeser & Lau, 2002).
Researchers have attempted to understand
and describe various aspects of students’
conceptions of themselves academically, the
contributions and implications of which we
now discuss.

Student identities have been conceptual-
ized as schemas derived from school experi-
ences and academic performance that incite
and direct either competent or problematic
behaviors in school settings (Roeser & Lau,
2002). According to Roeser and Lau, posi-
tive student identities characterize adoles-
cents who have histories of positive aca-
demic performance and relationships with
classmates, positive emotions related to aca-
demic goals, high academic efficacy, positive
conceptions of themselves as students, and a
commitment to learning. Negative student
identities characterize adolescents who have
histories of academic failure and difficulties
with peers, negative emotions associated
with academic goals, poor academic effi-
cacy, frustration with themselves as stu-
dents, and diminishing aspirations for edu-
cational attainment. Roeser and Lau argue
that school environments play an important
role in the development of student identities,
and certain practices, such as providing
challenging and meaningful work, encourag-
ing cooperative learning, and fostering moti-
vation, may foster the development of posi-
tive student identities. Roeser and Lau’s
analysis of positive and negative student
identities is intriguing; however, the applica-
bility of these identity descrlptors needs to
be assessed with groups diverse in gender,
ethnicity, and socioeconomic status.

The future-oriented components of the
self-system, notably, possible selves, have
been emphasized as critical for motivating
different behaviors, including achievement
behaviors (e.g., Markus, Cross, & Wurf,
1990; Opyserman, Gant, & Ager, 199S;
Oyserman & Markus, 1990). These selves
develop from past experiences and messages
about what to attain and what to avoid. Ac-
ademic possible selves function to organize
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and direct adolescents’ behaviors for attain-
ing their educational goals. A task of adoles-
cence is to create balance in possible selves,
meaning a construal of both positive selves
to be attained and negative selves to be
avoided in a specific content domain. This
balance may provide motivation and perse-
verance in attaining the positive self and
avoiding the negative self. In a high-poverty
sample of African American middle school
students, balance in possible selves predicted
school persistence and achievement, with an
even stronger effect for males than females
(Oyserman et al., 1995).

There is some evidence of ethnic group
differences in strategies used to attain
achievement-related possible selves. In a
study of undergraduate students, Oyserman
et al. (1995) found that for European Ameri-
can students, the generation of achievement-
related strategies was predicted by individu-
alism, the Protestant work ethic, and bal-
ance in possible selves, whereas collectivism,
low endorsement of individualism, and eth-
nic identity predicted strategy generation in
African American students. Further research
is needed to examine the role of possible
selves in academic achievement with other
ethnic and socioeconomic groups; available
research on the relation between ethnic iden-
tity and academic outcome is reviewed in the
last section of this chapter.

Recent research on academic self-concepts
has emphasized the importance of domain-
specificity of these beliefs. Marsh and his
colleagues (Marsh, 1990a; Marsh, Byrne, &
Shavelson, 1988; Marsh, Craven, & Debus,
1998) have argued that researchers studying
academic self-concept need to use domain-
specific measures rather than a single, gen-
eral measure of academic self-concept, par-
ticularly when they are looking at relations
of self-concept and achievement, because
these relations often are complex. For in-
stance, verbal and math self-concepts have
been found to be nearly uncorrelated, even
though reading and math achievement are
significantly correlated (Marsh, Smith, &
Barnes, 1985; Marsh et al., 1988). Further-
more, verbal achievement relates positively
to verbal self-concept but negatively to math
self-concept, and math achievement relates
positively to math self-concept but nega-
tively to verbal self-concept (Marsh et al.,
1988). The implications of these findings are

somewhat troubling given gender differences
in math and verbal self-concepts, which are
discussed in more detail in the section on
gender, identity, and academics.

The causal ordering of academic self-
concept and academic achievement has been
of great interest to educational researchers.
Research has contrasted two models posited
by Calsyn and Kenny (1977). The self-en-
hancement model supposes that self-concept
is a determinant of academic achievement.
According to this model, if students develop
positive self-concepts, they will achieve
better. By contrast, the skill-developmental
model views academic self-concept as a con-
sequence of academic achievement. Re-
cently, Marsh and his colleagues proposed
an integration of these models, termed the
“reciprocal-effects model” (Guay, Marsh, &
Boivin, 2003; Marsh & Yeung, 1997). Ac-
cording to the reciprocal-effects model, prior
academic self-concept affects subsequent ac-
ademic achievement, and past achievement
affects later self-concept. There is growing
research support for this model, and it
should be noted that Bandura (1997) pro-
posed similar reciprocal effects in the rela-
tion of achievement to academic self-effi-
cacy. Interestingly, research has indicated no
clear developmental pattern in the causal or-
dering of academic self-concept and achieve-
ment, supporting the generalizability of the
reciprocal-effects model across age groups
(Guay et al., 2003). Despite the growing
support for this model, there still is debate in
the field about the directionality of the rela-
tions of academic self-concept and achieve-
ment.

GENDER, IDENTITY, AND ACADEMICS

Because gender remains a salient factor that
can influence beliefs, aspirations, and expe-
riences in this society, a discussion of aca-
demic experiences must necessarily empha-
size gender. In this section, we focus on the
relation between gender identity and aca-
demics in adolescence, as well as gender dif-
ferences in competence and motivation in
adolescence; for a more complete consider-
ation of gendered experiences, see Ruble and
Martin (1998). Broadly, “gender identity”
has been used to refer to identification of
one’s gender group and an understanding of
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what being a female or male means
(Eisenberg et al., 1996). More specifically, in
educational research, “gender identity” has
been defined as one’s gender-related atti-
tudes, meanings, and expectations for one-
self (Burke, 1989). The related but distinct
construct of gender roles has been frequently
studied, and refers generally to characteris-
tics and behaviors that are culturally defined
as feminine or masculine (Eisenberg et al.,
1996; Huston, 1983).

Gender Identity and Academic Outcomes

An ethnographic study of early adolescent
(10- to 11-year-olds) experiences revealed
challenges in the negotiation of gender iden-
tities and academic self-concepts, particu-
larly for high achievers (Renold, 2001Db).
Many girls, especially high achievers, had
difficulty talking confidently and positively
about their academic successes. They ex-
pressed tension between wanting to be aca-
demically successful and not wanting to be
labeled as a high achiever, because this was
not seen as “feminine” or as characteristic of
a “normal” girl. These findings concur with
earlier findings (e.g., Bell, 1989; Orenstein,
1994) that girls fear stigmatization if they
appear too intelligent. The girls in Bell’s
study (1989) expressed concern about social
rejection for appearing to be braggarts if
they took pride in their accomplishments,
and for seeming aggressive if they tried to at-
tract their teachers’ attention. Orenstein
(1994) found that smart girls feared alien-
ation from male peers who did not value in-
tellectual abilities in girls, and from female
peers who might view them as too academi-
cally competitive.

Other work indicates that some girls be-
come less willing to express their opinions at
adolescence in part because of concerns that
such expressions may damage their relations
with others (Gilligan, 1993). However,
Harter, Waters, and Whitesell (1997) found
that this phenomenon is limited to public ex-
pressions (e.g., in school) of opinions by
girls with a strong feminine orientation.
Thus it appears to be gender orientation
rather than gender that is the key factor
here.

Renold (2001a) found that high achieve-
ment was not solely a problem for girls;
high-achieving boys were likewise margin-

alized, because studiousness and academic
achievement were viewed by peers as con-
flicting with conventional masculinity. Many
of the boys employed techniques to disguise
their academic motivation and achieve-
ments, including behaving disruptively in the
classroom, playing down their academic suc-
cesses, teasing and bullying studious boys,
investing in sports to maintain their “mascu-
linity,” and devaluing girls’ schoolwork.
Other researchers have similarly claimed
that male students learn to equate academics
with femininity, because teachers reward
“feminine” behavior, such as sitting quietly
and cooperating, while punishing “mascu-
line” behaviors, such as rebellion against au-
thority and independence (see Eisenberg et
al., 1996). These studies emphasize the de-
valuing of academic achievement in both fe-
male and male peer cultures, and indicate
the challenges of negotiating one’s gender
identity with peer conceptions of academic
orientations.

Researchers have begun to explore links
between gender identity and variables such
as academic achievement, motivation, and
subject choice (see also Eccles, 1987, 1994).
A study of high school students measured
the use of stereotyped sex-traits in self-de-
scriptions, perceptions of school subjects as
feminine or masculine, academic motiva-
tion, and subject choice (Whitehead, 1996).
Results indicated that boys with strongly
sex-stereotyped views of academic sub-
jects were more likely to choose to enroll in
“masculine” subjects (e.g., math, physical
sciences, economics, woodworking), whereas
this was not the case for girls. Interestingly,
this study also found that intrinsic motiva-
tion in both girls and boys was associated
with choosing “feminine subjects,” and ex-
trinsic motivation (particularly for a highly
paid job in the future) was associated with
choosing “masculine” subjects. We explore
further research into gender differences in
the areas of motivation, competence, and
values next.

Gender Differences in Competence
Beliefs and Values

Eccles (1987) asserted that identity forma-
tion is influenced by self-perceptions of abil-
ities, achievement goals, motivations, and
gender-role schemas, among other things.
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Through gender-role socialization, females
and males acquire different self-concepts,
different patterns of expectations for suc-
cess, and different task values and goals
(Eccles, 1994). This is of particular impor-
tance to our present discussion, because ad-
olescence has been noted as a time of in-
creased pressure to conform to gender
stereotypes and expectations (e.g., Hill &
Lynch, 1983; Quatman & Watson, 2001).
Despite research and policy efforts to en-
courage all students’ achievement in sex-
typed domains, and evidence that actual
achievement gaps between genders are de-
creasing in areas such as mathematics,
gendered stereotypes related to specific aca-
demic domains persist (Fredricks & Eccles,
2002).

Many studies have found significant gen-
der differences in competence and expec-
tancy beliefs, and task values. Evidence from
studies done in the 1980s and 1990s indi-
cated that compared to girls, adolescent
boys had higher ability beliefs and expectan-
cies for success in mathematics and rated
math as more important, even when girls in
the sample were achieving higher math
grades than boys (Eccles, Adler, & Meece,
1984; Marsh et al., 1985). More recently,
however, Jacobs et al. (2002) found that ad-
olescent boys’ and girls’ competence-related
beliefs and values for math did not differ.
For English, research beginning in the 1980s
consistently shows that girls express higher
ability beliefs and higher valuing of reading
and English than do boys during childhood
and adolescence (Eccles et al., 1984; Jacobs
et al., 2002).

In a study in which adolescent girls’ grade
point averages were significantly higher than
those of boys, girls should have enjoyed a
benefit to their competence beliefs, but no
gender difference in self-perceived overall
academic competence was found (Quatman
& Watson, 2001). Academic competence
was found to be a significant predictor of
global self-esteem, and because boys consis-
tently outscore girls on measures of global
self-esteem, these results paint a troubling
picture for adolescent girls (Quatman &
Watson, 2001).

The development of competence and mo-
tivation in male sex-typed domains may
seem a daunting task for adolescent girls;
however, subtle changes in classroom envi-

ronment can help. Eccles (1987) reported
findings from a study of 89 sixth-grade
classrooms, of which 19 classrooms fostered
more positive attitudes toward math in girls
than in boys, in terms of confidence in math
ability, expectations for success, intrinsic
interest in math, and plans to take ad-
vanced math courses. Students reported that
teachers in these “girl-friendly classrooms”
treated students more fairly and equally,
made math more interesting, and were more
likely to explain the importance of math.
Students were less likely to compete with
each other, including comparing test scores
and report cards. In contrast, the classrooms
in which boys had the most positive atti-
tudes toward math were characterized by
higher levels of social comparison among
students. These intriguing results demon-
strate that even if girls and boys are not
treated differently, they may be affected dif-
ferently by similar environments. In particu-
lar, these young adolescents responded dif-
ferently to competitive environments, with
girls finding them less motivating than did
boys. These findings have important impli-
cations for researchers and policymakers in-
terested in increasing academic motivation.

The importance of recognizing difficulties
faced by both genders is paramount, if posi-
tive changes are to be made. Sommers
(2000) argued that boys really are the ones
at greater risk, reviewing evidence that boys
have lower grades in school, are more likely
to drop out, are less likely to attend college,
and are much more likely to be diagnosed as
learning disabled or as having attention defi-
cit disorder, among other things. She con-
cluded that the concern about girls is mis-
placed, and that schools should be more
concerned about the academic lives of boys.
Although it is important to recognize the dif-
ficulties many boys face, it is unfortunate
that this debate is being cast in this way.
Rather than arguing either that boys have
problems and girls do not, or that girls have
problems and boys do not, it seems that
members of each gender experience chal-
lenges that need attention in school. It there-
fore does not seem appropriate to focus pri-
marily on either gender, but rather to deal
with the separate issues that each gender
group faces.

There has been some interesting recent
work on how gender and ethnicity interact
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to influence adolescents’ valuing of achieve-
ment (see Graham & Taylor, 2002, for re-
view). Graham and her colleagues found
that African American and Latino boys in
comparison to European American boys
tend to devalue academic achievement. Girls
from all three ethnic groups valued high
achievement. This work illustrates the com-
plexity of the development of achievement
values, because the patterns vary across dif-
ferent groups. A further examination of rela-
tions between ethnicity and academics is our
focus in the next section.

ETHNICITY, IDENTITY,
AND ACADEMIC OUTCOMES

In the past few decades, researchers have be-
gun studying ethnic identity development,
on the grounds that identity formation may
be influenced by the salient and societally
important factor of ethnicity. Phinney
(1996) defined “ethnic identity” as a funda-
mental aspect of the self that is related to
one’s sense of belonging and commitment to
an ethnic group, and the part of one’s think-
ing, perceptions, feelings, and behavior that
is associated with ethnic group membership.
Although research in this area is relatively
new, important initial advances have been
made in the understanding of ethnic identity
development, as well as relations between
ethnic identity and different academic out-
comes. Indeed, as will be made clear in this
section, the relation between ethnicity and
academic self-concept, motivation, and com-
petence must be examined with an under-
standing of the integral role of ethnic iden-
tity.

Ethnic Identity Development

Phinney (1989, 1996) developed a three-
stage model of ethnic identity formation by
modifying and expanding upon Marcia’s
(1980) model of identity formation. The
first stage, unexamined ethnic identity, em-
bodies either a lack of ethnic exploration or
acceptance of socially ascribed ethnic atti-
tudes (similar to Marcia’s diffusion or fore-
closure). Ethnic identity search (akin to
Marcia’s moratorium) is characterized by a
period of exploration into the meaning of
one’s ethnicity and can include thinking

about the effects of ethnicity on one’s life,
talking to others about ethnic issues, and
learning more about one’s ethnicity through
books, events, or organizations. The last
stage, ethnic identity achievement (Marcia’s
achieved identity), involves a sense of mem-
bership in an ethnic group and acceptance of
the ethnicity of others. Phinney and her col-
leagues (e.g., Phinney, 1989; Phinney &
Alipuria, 1996) have found strong positive
correlations between ethnic identity and self-
esteem, and other measures of psychological
adjustment, such as sense of mastery, social
and peer interactions, and family relations.
This model has not been applied to the study
of academic outcome variables, however, so
future research in this area is warranted.

Ethnic Identity
and Academic Achievement

The educational system in the United States
has at times been successful, and at times
unsuccessful, in providing experiences that
foster achievement in members of minority
groups (Okagaki, 2001). Many theories
have been developed to provide insight into
and explanation of the achievement and
underachievement of minority students,
each of which contributes to a greater un-
derstanding of the educative process for mi-
nority groups, while leaving some questions
unanswered. Theories that focus on conflict
between the cultural milieu of education in
the United States and the home culture of
minority groups that share certain over-
arching cultural values (e.g., Greenfield &
Suzuki, 1998) do not explain fully why
some of these groups of minority students
thrive in U.S. schools, while others struggle.
Theories that emphasize differences among
minority groups in the cultural valuing of
education (e.g., Okagaki, 2001) do not ac-
count for individual variation in academic
achievement within ethnic groups. In order
to explain achievement differences on an in-
dividual as opposed to a generalized group
level, it is necessary to examine individual
characteristics of members of minority
groups (see also Graham, 1994).

In examining specific components of eth-
nic identity that vary individually, it is possi-
ble to o