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Further Clarifying the Competition-Performance Relation:
Reply to D. W. Johnson et al. (2012)
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In their commentary, D. W. Johnson, Johnson, and Roseth (2012) provided some laudatory statements
about our article, but they also expressed a number of concerns. The concerns focus on the following
issues: types and definitions of competition, our choice of control group, the nature of performance-
approach and performance-avoidance goals, the comprehensiveness of the opposing processes model,
and performance-approach goals and constructive competition. We respond to each of these issues in tum
and conclude with a statement regarding working to build an integrative model of the competition-per-
formance relation (and beyond).
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We thank D. W. Johnson, Johnson, and Roseth (2012) for
providing their thoughts on our meta-analyses and our opposing
processes model of competition and performance (Murayama &
Elliot, 2012). We appreciate the laudatory statements that they
offered; the concerns that they express enable us to provide further
information and detail on our views of competition and the op-
posing processes model. In the following, we respond to five main
issues discussed by D. W. Johnson et al.

Types and Definitions of Competition

Our model focuses on three different types of competition: Trait
competitiveness, perceived environmental competitiveness, and
structural competition. We conceptualize, operationalize, and an-
alyze these three types separately, but D. W. Johnson et al. (2012)
contended that "all three types of competition could be viewed as
being the same" (p. 1072). We agree that there are interrelations
among these different types of competition. For example, it is
likely that highly competitive individuals will perceive nearly any
environment as involving a competitive component and will be
particularly responsive to structures emphasizing competition.
However, these interrelations by no means make the three types of
competition isomorphic, either conceptually or operationally. Dis-
tinguishing between dispositional and environmental infiuences on
behavior is fundamental to scientific psychology (Lewin, Dembo,
Festinger, & Sears, 1944), and the perceived environment is often
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portrayed as the nexus between the two, also exerting a unique
infiuence (Bandura, 1986; Wen, Hawkley, & Cacioppo, 2006). It
is difficult for us to understand why D. W. Johnson et al. would
argue for eliminating these essential distinctions in the context of
studying competition.

In a related vein, D. W. Johnson et al. (2012) stated that all three
types of competition on which we focused in our meta-analyses are
based on an individual difference approach, and they suggested
that this approach is less fruitful than what they called a "relational
approach" (p. 1073). In the individual differences approach, com-
petition is defined as a stable, enduring, disposition, whereas in the
relational approach, competition is defined in terms of pattems of
interactions among individuals. More specifically, in the relational
view, competition is defined as negative interdependence—a per-
son can achieve his or her goals if and only if other participants fail
to achieve their goals (Deutsch, 1949; D. W. Johnson & Johnson,
1989)—and it is argued that this type of competition tends to
produce a low level of performance. We are puzzled as to why
D. W. Johnson et al. sought to portray our meta-analysis on
structural competition, in particular, as adopting an individual
difference approach. As with several other meta-analyses of struc-
tural competition (D. W. Johnson & Johnson, 1989; D. W. John-
son, Maruyama, Johnson, Nelson, & Skon, 1981; Roseth, Johnson,
& Johnson, 2008; Stanne, Johnson, & Johnson, 1999), we examine
studies in which a competitive situation is experimentally manip-
ulated; participants' dispositional competitiveness is not consid-
ered in the studies in this meta-analysis.

Finally, D. W. Johnson et al. (2012) noted that social compar-
ison is a core feature of our definition of competition and ques-
tioned whether we believe that all social comparison is competi-
tive. We do not think that all social comparison is competitive;
some social comparison may merely refiect information gathering
or may be engaged in for purposes other than competition (Régner,
Escribe, & Dupeyrat, 2007; Wheeler & Suis, 2005; Wood, 1989).
However, we do think that in the vast majority of instances in
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everyday life, in which normative comparison is salient, an ac-
companying desire or concern regarding one's relative standing
and its implications is also present. Normative comparison is
inherent in each of our three conceptualizations of competition on
which we focused in our article, and indeed, we believe it is
inherent in any and all types and taxonomies of competition in the
literature (Brown, Cron, & Slocum, 1998; Deutsch, 1949; D. W.
Johnson & Johnson, 1989; Tauer & Harackiewicz, 2004). Thus,
our position regarding social comparison is entirely concordant
with that of D. W. Johnson et al., in that we view all competition
as involving social comparison but not all social comparison as
involving competition.

functioning. In short, we believe that neutral conditions represent
the best control condition for analyses of structural competition,
because they allow comparison of a treatment group with a no-
treatment group. However, we also believe that contrasting com-
petition and cooperation conditions (and cooperation and neutral
conditions) is of considerable value. Indeed, we think the opposing
processes model is applicable to cooperation and could help to
explain why it has been shown to have positive effects on perfor-
mance in many investigations (e.g., it may reduce performance-
avoidance goals or evoke mastery-approach goals that benefit
performance in some instances; Midgley, Kaplan, & Middleton,
2001; Vallerand et al., 2007).

Choice of Control Condition

In our meta-analysis focused on structural competition, we
opted to compare competition conditions with neutral (sometimes
labeled individualistic) conditions, rather than cooperation condi-
tions, to determine the effect of competition on performance. The
authors critique this choice of control condition, arguing that
competition and cooperation conditions are more similar to each
other than competition and neutral conditions, that individuals in a
neutral condition are likely to be competitive, and that the neutral
condition is not clearly defined.

In selecting neutral conditions as our control condition, we
followed the basic logic of scientific experimentation that one
condition receives the focal treatment and the neutral comparison
condition receives no treatment. This enables an inference to be
made regarding the influence that competitive structures have on
people relative to their baseline. Cooperation conditions, hke com-
petition conditions, represent manipulations that shift individuals
away from their baseline. As such, when comparing competition
and cooperation conditions with each other, it is impossible to
know if an observed effect is due to the competition manipulation,
the cooperation manipulation, or both (additively or multiplica-
tively). We agree witii D. W. Johnson et al.'s (2012) point tiiat
competition and cooperation conditions share similarities (e.g.,
both are inherently relational) that make comparing them sensible,
and we fully concur that meta-analyses of competition versus
cooperation yield important information. We simply think that
neutral controls are needed for both competition conditions and
cooperation conditions, to anchor them to baseline behavior and
determine the directionality of any observed effects.

We fully concur with D. W. Johnson et al. (2012) regarding the
prevalence of the competition in daily life (Eibl-Eibesfelt, 1989;
McClelland, 1961; cf Brophy, 2005) and agree that neutral con-
ditions are not devoid of individuals with competitive desires and
tendencies. Of course, this is true of cooperation conditions as
well. Cooperation manipulations can diminish competitive striving
to some extent, but as D. W. Johnson et al. themselves noted,
individuals often continue to gravitate toward competitive stan-
dards and strivings, even when they are actively discouraged
(D. W. Johnson & Johnson, 1989; Levine, 1983). Neutral condi-
tions are considered to be "neutral" in the sense that they make no
attempt to shift individuals from their standard mode of behavior;
they are not thought to be "neutral" in the sense of assuming that
individuals are tabula rasa or that all share the same psychological
state. Cooperation conditions are very different in this regard, as
they intentionally seek to shift individuals away from baseline

Nature of Performance-Approach and Performance-
Avoidance Goals

D. W. Johnson et al. (2012) stated that there are shortcomings in
our conceptualizations of performance-approach and performance-
avoidance goals and offer four accompanying critiques. We ad-
dress each in turn.

First, D. W. Johnson et al. (2012) questioned whether perfor-
mance-approach and performance-avoidance goals are separable,
given the sizable positive correlation between them. Conceptually,
this positive correlation is to be expected, because these constructs
share a common core component, namely, they both deflne com-
petence using a normative standard of evaluation (Elliot &
McGregor, 2001; Elliot & Murayama, 2008). Empirically, a great
deal of research in the achievement goal hterature has clearly
documented that these goals load separately in factor analysis, may
be manipulated independently, and exert different (often opposite)
influences on psychological processes and outcomes (Elliot, 1999;
Hulleman, Schräger, Bodmann, & Harackiewicz, 2010; Mu-
rayama, Elliot, & Yamagata, 2011; Murayama, Zhou, & Nesbit,
2009). The magnitude of the relation between these two goals
varies in theoretically sensible ways and as a function of various
methodological factors (Law, Elliot, & Murayama, 2012;
Linnenbrink-Garcia, Middleton, Ciani, Easter, O'Keefe, & Zusho,
in press). On a modal basis, the two goals exhibit a moderate to
strong positive relation, but they can be weakly related or even
unrelated in some instances (Law et al., 2012). In short, perfor-
mance-approach and performance goals are not presumed to be
orthogonal but instead are viewed as related but separate con-
structs.

The modal positive relation between performance-approach and
performance-avoidance goals is actually an essential part of our
opposing processes model, as we posit that competition evokes
both goals, often simultaneously. D. W. Johnson et al. (2012) seem
to have missed this point throughout their commentary. For ex-
ample, they stated that our model does not take into account the
case when competition generates both performance-approach and
performance-avoidance goals (p. 1075). In addition, they con-
tended that our position is different fi-om that of Lewin et al. (1944)
in not addressing the coactivation of approach and avoidance
valenced goals (pp. 1076 and 1077). On the contrary, our model
posits that competition can and commonly does prompt the joint
pursuit of performance-approach and performance-avoidance
goals. We should add that we do not view these goals as energizers
of behavior that do not provide speciflc guidelines (as D. W.
Johnson et al., 2012, stated on p. 1075); rather, conversely, we
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view these goals as directors of behavior that are energized by
competitive desires and perceptions (Church, Elliot, & Gable,
2001; Elliot, 2006).

Second, D. W. Johnson et al. (2012) expressed concem that our
conceptualization of achievement goals does not include the sub-
jective probability of success or failure. This construct of per-
ceived or expected competence has been integral to achievement
goal models from the inception of the literature (Dweck, 1986;
Nicholls, 1984) and remains so today. Perceived competence is
not considered part of the goal per se in contemporary views
of achievement goals but, rather, is viewed as an antecedent
(Diseth, 2011; Elliot & Church, 1997; Spray & Wartburton, 2011;
Tanaka, Takehara, & Yamauchi, 2006) or moderator (Brusso,
Orvis, Bauer, & Takleab, 2012; Kumar & Jagacinski, 2011; cf.
Kaplan & Maehr, 2007; Senko, Hulleman, & Harackiewicz, 2011)
of approach and avoidance goal adoption or as a mediator of
achievement goal effects (Damon, Butera, Mugny, Quizdale, &
Hulleman, 2009; Gao, Lockbaum, & Podlog, 2011; Senko &
Harackiewicz, 2005a; Tanaka et al., 2006; Van Yperen & Rekema,
2008). In our empirical studies, we controlled for perceived com-
petence in order to make the strongest possible case for caused
inference; future empirical work on the opposing processes model
would do well to investigate the role of perceived competence as
an antecedent, moderator, and mediator variable.

Third, D. W. Johnson et al. (2012) stated that there is ambiguity
in our achievement goal conceptualization regarding whether goals
are influenced by situational factors or are enduring characteristics.
Achievement goals theorists have long viewed achievement goals
as both temporary states pursued in specific situations and rather
enduring tendencies that exhibit stability over time and situations
(Fryer & Elliot, 2007; Harwood, Hardy, & Swain, 2000; Senko &
Harackiewicz, 2005b). The existing research shows that the
achievement goal construct has explanatory and predictive utility
in both manifestations, and either would be applicable to the
opposing processes model (e.g., trait competitiveness likely pro-
motes general tendencies regarding performance-based goal adop-
tion and structural competitiveness is presumed to prompt
situation-specific performance-approach and performance-
avoidance strivings).

Fourth, D. W. Johnson et al. (2012) noted the possibility that
performance-avoidance goals might enhance performance in some
instances. We concur that performance-avoidance goals may be
beneficial in some instances (e.g., when protecting a lead will lead
to victory) for some types of tasks (e.g., brute strength tasks or
tasks inherently focused on not making errors) and in the short run
(see Elliot, Shell, Henry, & Maier, 2005). However, a large body
of empirical work indicates that these goals are, in the main,
deleterious for performance outcomes (for reviews, see Elliot &
Moller, 2003; Huang, 2012; Hulleman et al., 2010; Richardson,
Abraham, & Bond, 2012). Thus, performance-avoidance goals can
have a positive influence on performance, but this is the exception
rather than the modal case.

Comprehensiveness of the Opposing Processes Model

D. W. Johnson et al. (2012) suggested that our model is incom-
plete by pointing to four issues that they consider shortcomings of
our model. We address each in tum.

First, our model posits that competition leads to performance-
approach goals, performance-avoidance goals, or both goals
simultaneously, and D. W. Johnson et al. (2012) stated that our
model needs more specificity regarding the factors that lead to
the adoption of one goal or the other. We agree that it is
important to identify such moderating factors, and indeed, our
initial submission incorporated both conceptual and empirical
work addressing this moderator variable issue. In the revision
process, we omitted this material in the interest of establishing
the foundational aspects of the opposing processes model in the
initial article, prior to moving on to an elaboration of the model
in subsequent work (see Zanna & Fazio, 1982, on the distinc-
tion between "first generarion" and "second generation" re-
search questions). On a related note, the D. W. Johnson et al.
called for attention to Person X Situation interactions (another
form of moderation) in research on achievement and motivation
in general. Here, again, we concur and note that our opposing
processes model can easily incorporate either of the aforemen-
tioned types of moderation.

Second, D. W. Johnson et al. (2012) stated that our model does
not take into consideration the processes through which achieve-
ment goals influence performance outcomes. We did not focus on
these meditational processes in our article for the same reason that
we did not focus on moderation—we wanted to establish the
essentials of the model before attending to additional specifics
within the model. There are numerous studies explicating the
processes through which performance-based goals influence per-
formance (Corker & Donnellan, 2012; Dickhäuser, Buch, & Dick-
häuser, 2011; Elliot & McGregor, 1999; P. D. Johnson, Shull, &
Wallace, 2011; McGregor & Elliot, 2002; Sideridis, 2005;); these
processes may be easily integrated into our opposing processes
model.

Third, D. W. Johnson et al. (2012) stated.

Within the populations included in the research studies, the effort
exerted by the participants who have performance-approach goals will
approximately equal the lack of effort exerted by the participants who
have performance-avoidance goals. The equal positive and negative
performance levels of the two groups are assumed to cancel each other
out. This assumption is dubious, (p. 1076)

Actually, our model does not assume that there are two groups of
participants, one with high performance-approach goals, and the
other with high performance-avoidance goals. Rather, our model
posits that competition can lead individuals to adopt performance-
approach and performance-avoidance goals simultaneously. Im-
portantly, it also allows for the possibility that the situational
emphasis can lead to more prominent performance-approach goal
pursuit (or more prominent performance-avoidance goal pursuit),
with positive (or negative) implications for performance accord-
ingly.

Fourth, D. W. Johnson et al. (2012) stated, "Since Murayama
and Elliot see the two types of goals as being separate and apart
fiom each other, the possibility of ambivalence should have been
considered" (p. 1077). Once again, our model fully allows for the
simultaneous adoption of performance-approach and performance-
avoidance goals.
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Performance-Approach Goals and Constructive
Competition

D. W. Johnson, Johnson, and colleagues (Stanne et al., 1999;
Tjosvold, Johnson, Johnson, & Sun, 2003, 2006) have begun to
elucidate factors that increase the likelihood that competition will
be constructive. We applaud this valuable work and fully concur
with the premises laid out within it. Referring to this work, D. W.
Johnson et al. (2012) suggested that we advocate for performance-
approach goals as a component of constructive competition and
ask how this may be implemented by practitioners. The beneficial
or detrimental nature of performance-approach goals is a much
debated topic in the achievement goal literature (Harackiewicz,
Barron, Pintrich, Elliot, & Thrash, 2002; Kaplan & Midgley, 2007;
Midgley et al., 2001), and we simply mention a few basic points
herein. We do believe that performance-approach goals are more
adaptive forms of self-regulation than performance-avoidance
goals in nearly all instances, and we do not advocate for the active
suppression or eradication of performance-approach goals in
the classroom, on the ball field, or in the workplace. However, we
also acknowledge that performance-approach goal pursuit carries
with it some dangers (Anseel, Van Yperen, Janssen, & Duyck,
2011; Damon et al., 2009; Janssen & Van der Vegt, 2011; Mu-
rayama & Elliot, 2011) and that it is optimal to, at minimum,
pursue these goals in conjunction with mastery-approach goals
(Barron & Harackiewicz, 2001; Pintrich, 2000). Critically, espe-
cially in educational settings and especially for children and young
adults, we think it best to allow these goals to emerge of their own
accord, rather than instantiate them directly or via feedback struc-
tures (Elliot & Möller, 2003; Murayama & Elliot, 2009). Thus, our
answer to the question of whether performance-approach goals
should be considered part of constructive competition is a qualified
yes, with the nature of the qualifications being an active and
ongoing topic among achievement goal researchers.

Conclusion

In conclusion, we thank D. W. Johnson et al. (2012) for their
comments and hope that the responses we have provided clarify
the issues they raised. Our opposing processes model is not meant
to compete with existing models of competition, such as the social
interdependence model; the different frameworks can be mutually
informative and can cross-fertilize each other as researchers work
together to acquire a greater understanding of the competition-
performance relation (and beyond).
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The Publications and Communications (P&C) Board of the American Psychological Association
has opened nominations for the editorships of Behavioral Neuroscience, Journal of Applied
Psychology, Joumal of Educational Psychology, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology:
Interpersonal Relations and Group Processes, Psychological Bulletin, and Psychology of
Addictive Behaviors for the years 2015-2020. Mark S. Blumberg, PhD, Steve W. J. Kozlowski,
PhD, Arthur Graesser, PhD, Jeffry A. Simpson, PhD, Stephen P. Hinshaw, PhD, and Stephen A.
Maisto, PhD, ABPP, respectively, are the incumbent editors.

Candidates should be members of APA and should be available to start receiving manuscripts in
early 2014 to prepare for issues published in 2015. Please note that the P&C Board encourages
participation by members of underrepresented groups in the publication process and would partic-
ularly welcome such nominees. Self-nominations are also encouraged.

Search chairs have been appointed as follows:

• Behavioral Neuroscience, John Disterhoft, PhD

• Journal of Applied Psychology, Neal Schmitt, PhD

• Journal of Educational Psychology, Neal Schmitt, PhD, and Jennifer Crocker, PhD

• Journal of Personality and Social Psychology: Interpersonal Relations and Group Pro-
cesses, David Dunning, PhD

• Psychological Bulletin, Norman Abeles, PhD

• Psychology of Addictive Behaviors, Jennifer Crocker, PhD, and Lillian Comas-Diaz, PhD

Candidates should be nominated by accessing APA's EditorQuest site on the Web. Using your
Web browser, go to http://editorquest.apa.org. On the Home menu on the left, find "Guests." Next,
click on the link "Submit a Nomination," enter your nominee's information, and click "Submit."

Prepared statements of one page or less in support of a nominee can also be submitted by e-mail
to Sarah Wiederkehr, P&C Board Search Liaison, at swiederkehr@apa.org.

Deadline for accepting nominations is January 11, 2013, when reviews will begin.
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