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Abstract and Keywords

This chapter describes the achievement goal construct’s origins and highlights notewor
thy developments in the literature. Specifically it describes how the original dichotomous 
model of achievement goals developed into the modern trichotomous, 2 × 2, and 3 × 2 
models of achievement goals. This historical overview is then used to provide the context 
for the key theoretical and conceptual issues surrounding the current achievement goal 
approach and a discussion of how these issues have an impact on empirical studies on 
achievement goals, especially focusing on the measurement of achievement goals. Finally, 
the text highlights several emerging lines of research in the literature. This includes 
achievement goal complexes, expansion of the competence-based model of achievement 
goals (e.g., potential-based achievement goals), and possible methodological improve
ment in assessing achievement goals.
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(p. 229) Introduction
The concept of goals has been central to the study of human achievement motivation. 
Goals can be defined as a form of self-regulation that guides people toward future-direct
ed aims (Austin & Vancouver, 1996; Dweck, 2017; Elliot & Fryer, 2008). Goals focus 
people’s attention and facilitate responses that are compatible with their objectives, 
thereby promoting the achievement of desired outcomes or the avoidance of undesired 
outcomes. The content of people’s goals varies widely, and researchers studying the an
tecedent and consequences of goals have categorized goals by specific features or com
mon themes to compare goals across different domains. One goal category that has re
ceived considerable attention is that of competence, which has given rise to the achieve
ment goal literature (Duda, 2005; Elliot, 2005; Elliot & Hulleman, 2017; Kaplan & Maehr, 
2007; Meece, Anderman, & Anderman, 2006; Senko, Durik, & Harackiewicz, 2008; Senko, 
Hulleman, & Harackiewicz, 2011).
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The achievement goal construct was originally developed in the late 1970s and is nowa
days one of the most studied constructs in psychology across a wide variety of fields such 
as education, work, and sport. A voluminous number of studies have been conducted to 
understand the nature of achievement goals, and the field is still growing. In this chapter, 
we introduce and discuss the construct of achievement goals by taking a historic ap
proach. We start by presenting a history of the achievement goal construct, showing how 
the concept of achievement goals has been conceived and developed (for a more detailed 
overview, see Elliot, 2005; Elliot & Hulleman, 2017). We then use this historical overview 
to provide the context for the key theoretical and empirical issues surrounding the cur
rent achievement goal literature conceptualization and measurement of achievement 
goals. As the reader will see, the construct of achievement goals has evolved considerably 
over the past 40 years, and our aim is to demonstrate the importance of adopting a histor
ical perspective (p. 230) to accurately understand the achievement goal construct and the 
nature of current theoretical and empirical issues. After discussing these key issues, we 
then turn to several emerging and promising lines of research (e.g., goal complexes) for 
future work on achievement goals.1

Historical Overview
The achievement goal construct is the product of several different lines of research that 
were conducted by different researchers influencing each other. In other words, unlike 
typical theories in psychology, the achievement goal construct does not have a single the
oretical origin but emerged as the mixture of different lines of thought. Indeed, these dif
ferent lines of research initially did not even use the term achievement goals. In this 
sense, it may not be appropriate to call the framework of achievement goals achievement 
goal theory; rather, it is best termed theories of achievement goals or the achievement 
goal approach (Elliot, 2005).

Dichotomous Model

The original contributors of the achievement goal construct include Carole Ames, Carol 
Dweck, Marty Maehr, and John Nicholls; they worked on independent research programs 
at the University of Illinois. In the fall of 1977, they started regular seminars on achieve
ment motivation at the Institute for Child Behavior and Development in the Children’s Re
search Center (Elliot, 2005; Roberts, 2001). These meetings produced a series of papers 
(Maehr & Nicholls, 1980; Nicholls & Dweck, 1979), and it is these papers that provided 
the initial, foundational ideas of the construct of achievement goals.

It should be noted that research on achievement motivation in the 1970s was heavily in
fluenced by the causal attribution tradition (Weiner, 1985; Weiner, Heckhausen, & Meyer, 
1972; Weiner & Kukla, 1970) and the achievement motive tradition (Atkinson & Raynor, 
1978; McClelland, Atkinson, Clark, & Lowell, 1976). At that moment, the researchers no
ticed some weaknesses and limitations of these predominant theoretical frameworks, and 
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their theoretical developments on achievement goals construct can be viewed as an at
tempt, in part, to address these limitations (Murayama, 2003).

Early work on the achievement goal construct has a common feature (e.g., Ames, 1981; 
Dweck & Elliott, 1983; Nicholls, 1984): It distinguishes between two different classes of 
achievement goals (i.e., dichotomous model). For example, Dweck proposed the distinc
tion between learning goals and performance goals. Nicholls put forth the distinction be
tween task involvement and ego involvement. Others proposed similar distinctions (e.g., 
competitive vs. individualistic goal structures discussed by Ames), but we will focus on 
Dweck’s and Nicholl’s distinctions because they particularly influenced the development 
of the achievement goal construct.

Dweck’s Conceptualization
Dweck conceived the achievement goal construct through her earlier work that examined 
children’s behavior and verbal reports in response to task feedback (Diener & Dweck, 
1978, 1980; Dweck, 1975; Dweck & Reppucci, 1973). These studies found that children 
can be classified into two different types according to how they respond to the experience 
of failure feedback: Helpless children, who exhibit a pattern of maladaptive responses 
such as decrements in expectancies, persistence and performance, increased negative af
fect, and the attribution of failure to the lack of ability, and mastery children, who exhibit 
an adaptive and persistent pattern of responses such as enhanced expectancies, persis
tence, and performance, increased positive affect, and the attribution of failure to the 
lack of effort. Dweck was interested in identifying the underlying root of these distinct re
sponse patterns because the causal attribution and achievement motive approaches, 
which were the predominant traditions at the time, seemed unable to explain such indi
vidual differences. For example, causal attribution theory indicates that children would 
experience decreased feelings of competence (expectancy) and self-esteem when they at
tribute their failure to an internal and stable cause (i.e., ability), but there was not much 
work that examined what factors contributed to this maladaptive attributional pattern. In 
contrast, achievement motive research focused on individual differences in achievement 
settings but overemphasized (relatively stable) dispositions and tended to overlook the 
role of the cognitions and beliefs that people have in achievement situations (Dweck & 
Wortman, 1982).

It is in that context that Dweck focused on the role of goals to explain the differential re
sponse patterns of children (i.e., helpless pattern and mastery pattern) in response to a 
failure experience (Dweck, 1986, 1999; Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Dweck proposed that 
two different types of goals, leaning goals and performance goals, are the critical factors 
that (p. 231) predict children’s helpless and mastery patterns after experiencing failure 
feedback. Specifically, learning goals refer to people’s purposeful beliefs and cognitions 
that achievement pursuits are opportunities to learn and increase their competence. Chil
dren who adopt learning goals also consider failure important information to improve fu
ture learning, not evidence of the lack of ability. As a result, children with learning goals 
tend to show increased effort and maintain positive affect in response to failure feedback, 
which is consistent with a mastery response pattern. On the other hand, performance 
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goals refer to people’s purposeful beliefs and cognitions that achievement pursuits pose a 
situation to demonstrate their competence or lack of incompetence, rather than a learn
ing opportunity. Children who adopt performance goals consider failure evidence that 
their ability is not sufficient and the failure will be repeated in the future. As a result, 
children with performance goals tend to show decreased effort and increased negative af
fect, which is consistent with a helpless response pattern. Several empirical studies pro
vided support for this theoretical prediction (Elliott & Dweck, 1988; Smiley & Dweck, 
1994).

Another important contribution of Dweck’s work is her emphasis that these two types of 
goals are preceded by one’s implicit theories of intelligence, which consist of two forms. 
Entity theory refers to a person’s naive belief that ability or intelligence is innate, stable, 
and difficult to change by effort, whereas incremental theory refers to a person’s naive 
belief that ability or intelligence is malleable and changeable by exerting effort. Dweck in
dicated that incremental theory of intelligence is one of the primary sources of learning 
goals, whereas entity theory of intelligence is one of the primary sources of performance 
goals (Dweck, 1986). This idea received some empirical support (Bempechat, London, & 
Dweck, 1991; Cury, Elliot, da Fonseca, & Moller, 2006). Taken together, Dweck’s work 
characterizes achievement goals as proximal predictors of responses to failure that are 
influenced by a person’s implicit theories of competence. In later years, Dweck’s work 
has centered on implicit theories of intelligence (relabeled mindsets; Dweck, 1999) rather 
than achievement goals, but the distinction between learning goals and performance 
goals had a considerable influence on subsequent development of the achievement goal 
construct.

Nicholls’s Conceptualization
Nicholls conducted a series of studies that examined how children conceptualize ability. 
His main insight, which led to the idea of achievement goals, is that ability is interpreted 
differently by different children (Nicholls, 1983). Although the concept of ability had been 
the core of the achievement motivation literature at the time, both the causal attribution 
and the achievement motive traditions had failed to consider the possibility that ability 
may be construed in different ways. However, Nicholls’s work indicated that there are 
two fundamentally different views of how ability is construed among children and 
children’s conceptualization of ability changes over development (Jagacinski & Nicholls, 
1984, 1987; Nicholls, 1976, 1978, 1980). Most children have an undifferentiated view of 
ability in their early stage of development, meaning that they do not completely distin
guish between ability and effort. For those children, exerting high effort indicates pos
sessing high ability and, as a consequence, they tend to use self-referential standards to 
evaluate competence. Children then later acquire a differentiated view of ability (by 
roughly the age of 12), meaning that they then distinguish between ability and effort and 
view them as complementary to achieve success. Importantly, for those children, exerting 
high effort may pose a threat to their self-concept because the fact that a person requires 
substantial effort to succeed implies that the person has low ability (i.e. incompetent), 
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and as a consequence, these children tend to use an other-referential standard to demon
strate competence.

One of the remarkable and interesting features of Nicholls’s theory is his argument that 
adolescents and adults can have either an undifferentiated or a differentiated view of abil
ity, and these different views would lead to different achievement-related behavior 
(Nicholls, 1984, 1989). On the one hand, individuals who adopt an undifferentiated view 
of ability are posited to be in a state of task involvement and value effort and learning, be
cause these individuals consider effort equivalent to learning and value self-improvement. 
On the other hand, individuals who adopt a differentiated view of ability are posited to be 
in a state of ego involvement and focus on minimizing effort to outperform others to 
demonstrate their competence. Task and ego involvement were posited by Nicholls to in
teract with perceived ability in predicting processes and outcomes. For example, ego in
volvement was said to lead to the selection of moderately challenging tasks when accom
panied by high perceived ability (an adaptive response), but was said to lead to the selec
tion of very easy or very difficult tasks when accompanied by low perceived ability (a mal
adaptive response).

(p. 232) Ames’s Integration
Although the origins are different, there are similarities in the conceptualization of 
achievement goals proposed by Dweck and Nicholls. Notably, within each theory, one goal 
(learning/task) is characterized in terms of developing ability and seeking task mastery, 
whereas the other (performance/ego) is characterized in terms of demonstrating ability 
through normative competence. Both performance goals and ego involvement also in
clude the component of social approval and/or self-presentation. Both distinctions identify 
goals that yield fairly comparable outcomes, especially in that the adoption of perfor
mance goals/ego involvement was hypothesized to lead to a helpless pattern (e.g., de
creased effort, increased negative affect) when the perception of ability is low. In con
trast, learning goals/task involvement were hypothesized to maintain a mastery pattern 
even when people experienced failure (i.e., when the perception of ability is low).

This convergence was not limited to the work of Dweck and Nicholls. Although not dis
cussed in detail here, similar dichotomies were proposed by other achievement goal theo
rists, such as Maehr (Maehr, 1983), Ames (Ames, 1984), and Covington (Covington & 
Omelich, 1984). By the late 1980s, a wealth of empirical work had emerged supporting 
the idea that different achievement goals predict distinct achievement-related outcomes, 
yet researchers were using different (albeit overlapping) terminologies to describe these 
effects.

Noting the conceptual similarities, Ames and Archer (1987, 1988) argued that the litera
ture could be unified into a single framework that distinguishes between two types of 
goals: mastery and performance. This was a milestone event—the introduction of an inte
grative framework that combined lines of research related to achievement goals. Conse
quently, researchers have largely adopted Ames and Archer’s (1987, 1988) terminological 
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recommendation of mastery and performance goals, and research on achievement goals 
burgeoned thereafter.

Early empirical work revealed a relatively clear and consistent picture of the conse
quences of mastery goal adoption. Mastery goals were shown to lead to positive process
es and outcomes, such as task value and self-efficacy (Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990; Pintrich 
& Garcia, 1991), deep-processing learning strategies (Kaplan & Midgley, 1997; Nolen, 
1988; Nolen & Haladyna, 1990), self-regulated learning strategies (Bouffard, Boisvert, 
Vezeau, & Larouche, 1995; Middleton & Midgley, 1997; R. B. Miller, Greene, Montalvo, 
Ravindran, & Nicholls, 1996; Wolters, 1998), persistence (Elliott & Dweck, 1988), and 
adaptive help-seeking (Butler & Neuman, 1995; Newman, 1998; Ryan & Pintrich, 1997). 
In sum, mastery goals were shown to lead to a host of adaptive outcomes.

The consequences of performance goal adoption were less clear. Many theorists argued 
that performance goal adoption is associated with negative, maladaptive outcomes be
cause of its inherent focus on outperforming others (e.g., Ames, 1992; Urdan, 1997). Em
pirical findings, however, did not provide clear support for this assumption. For example, 
some research revealed nonsignificant or even positive relations with adaptive outcomes 
(Koestner, Zuckerman, & Koestner, 1987; A. Miller & Hom, 1990; Sansone, Sachau, & 
Weir, 1989). For example, Pintrich and Garcia (1991) reported a positive relation between 
performance goals and self-efficacy. Meece, Blumenfeld, and Hoyle (1988) also showed a 
positive relation between performance goals and metacognitive strategies. In addition, in 
some experimental studies, performance goals were shown to influence positive out
comes for some types of individuals (Harackiewicz & Elliot, 1993; Harackiewicz & San
sone, 1991).

Approach–Avoidance Distinction: Trichotomous and 2 × 2 Models

To help resolve ambiguities surrounding the consequences of performance goals and fur
ther refine the mastery–performance distinction, Elliot and colleagues (Elliot & Church, 
1997; Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996) introduced a new perspective, the approach–avoid
ance distinction. The approach–avoidance distinction refers to focusing on approaching a 
positive possibility (e.g., success) or avoiding a negative possibility (e.g., failure). Al
though the approach–avoidance distinction had been largely ignored in the literature of 
achievement goals, there was a long line of researchers and theorists early in the study of 
achievement motivation who underscored the importance of this distinction. For example, 
Lewin and colleagues’ (Lewin, Dembo, Festinger, & Sears, 1944) theory of resultant va
lence incorporated the desire for success and the desire to avoid failure as the two prima
ry independent motivational orientations. Similarly, McClelland posited that the ap
proach–avoidance distinction constitutes two different types of achievement motivation 
(McClelland, 1951). Atkinson introduced his classic need achievement theory, a mathe
matical framework that designated the desire to approach success and the desire to avoid 
failure as the primary parameters that (p. 233) fundamentally influence the pattern of 
achievement behavior (Atkinson, 1957).
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The approach–avoidance distinction has been not only incorporated within the literature 
of achievement motivation, but also discussed in a wide range of other areas, even be
yond psychology. As Elliot (1997) reviewed in detail, these areas include traditional be
havioralism (e.g., Hull, 1943; Skinner, 1953), developmental psychology (e.g., Bowlby, 
1969), personality and social psychology (e.g., Eysenck, 1967; Gray, 1987; Higgins, 1997), 
decision-making science (e.g., Kahneman & Tversky, 1979), and neuroscience (e.g., 
Davidson, 2000; Rolls, 2005). Given the prevalence of the approach–avoidance distinction 
throughout psychology, it is not surprising that its application to the achievement goal lit
erature has proven highly generative.

Trichotomous Model of Achievement Goals
Initially, the approach–avoidance distinction was applied to performance goals to help ex
plain inconsistent findings related to the consequences of performance goal adoption. El
liot and Harackiewicz (1996) separated the conventional performance goal construct into 
conceptually independent approach and avoidance goals, introducing three distinct 
achievement goals composed of mastery, performance-approach, and performance-avoid
ance goals (i.e., the trichotomous model of achievement goals). Performance-approach 
goals refer to striving to attain positive outcomes relative to others (e.g., “My goal is to 
perform better than others”), whereas performance-avoidance goals refer to striving to 
avoid negative outcomes compared to others (e.g., “My goal is to avoid doing poorly com
paring to others”). The mastery goal construct stayed the same in the dichotomous and 
trichotomous models.

Importantly, distinguishing between performance-approach goals and performance-avoid
ance goals helped elucidate when performance goals were most likely to have adaptive or 
maladaptive consequences. Reanalyses of extant data (Elliot & Moller, 2003; Harack
iewicz, Barron, Pintrich, Elliot, & Thrash, 2002; Rawsthorne & Elliot, 1999), as well as 
new empirical data, showed similar findings (Elliot & Church, 1997; Elliot, McGregor, & 
Gable, 1999; Middleton & Midgley, 1997; Skaalvik, 1997; Vandewalle, 1997). Perfor
mance-avoidance goals were linked to maladaptive learning behaviors and outcomes 
(e.g., disorganized study strategies, lower grades, lower intrinsic motivation), whereas 
performance-approach goals were linked to several positive behaviors and outcomes 
(e.g., effort, persistence, higher grades). Performance-approach goals seem to be linked 
to less positive outcomes than mastery goals, but in some cases, mastery goals and per
formance goals were related to distinct positive outcomes (e.g., mastery goals were more 
positively related to intrinsic motivation whereas performance-approach goals were a 
positive predictor of exam grades; Elliot & Church, 1997). This pattern of findings was ob
served in both experimental and correlational studies. Clearly, the approach–avoidance 
distinction greatly helped explain the heterogeneous findings on performance goals ob
served in previous research.

2 × 2 Model of Achievement Goals
Elliot and colleagues (Elliot, 1999; Elliot & McGregor, 2001; see also Pintrich, 2000) then 
extended the approach–avoidance distinction to mastery goals, resulting in a 2 × 2 
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Figure 13.1  The 2 × 2 achievement goal model. Defi
nition and valence represent the two dimensions of 
competence. Absolute/intrapersonal and normative 
represent the two ways that competence may be de
fined; positive and negative represent the two ways 
that competence may be valenced.

achievement goal model composed of mastery-approach, mastery-avoidance, perfor
mance-approach, and performance-avoidance goals (Figure 13.1). A key feature of the 2 
× 2 model was the addition of mastery-avoidance goals, which refer to striving to not do 
worse than before or not failing to master a task (e.g., “My goal is not to do worse than 
before” or “My goal is to avoid not mastering a task”). Extant empirical work on mastery 
goals at that time focused exclusively on the approach aspect of mastery goals (i.e., ap
proaching success), which were termed mastery-approach goals (e.g., “My goal is to do 
better than before” or “My goal is to master a task” within the 2 × 2 framework).

It is possible that researchers had overlooked mastery-avoidance goals at the time be
cause mastery-avoidance goals appear to be less prevalent than other achievement goals 
(mastery approach, (p. 234) performance approach, and performance avoidance) in many 
achievement-relevant situations. However, we can think of certain situations where mas
tery-avoidance goals play an important role. For example, as a person’s physical and men
tal skills begin to decline, the person may shift his or her focus to “not losing important 
abilities.” Indeed, de Lange, van Yperen, van der Heijden, and Bal (2010) showed higher 
endorsement of mastery-avoidance goals in older adults than in younger adults. Similarly, 
athletes may also be prime candidates for mastery-avoidance goal adoption. When ath
letes reach their peak level of performance, they may begin to focus on not performing 
worse than they have performed to date. Factor analytic studies confirmed the validity of 
the 2 × 2 structure of achievement goals (Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Elliot & Murayama, 
2008; Finney, Pieper, & Barron, 2004), and cross-cultural work was also largely support
ive (Murayama, Zhou, & Nesbit, 2009). Research has shown that mastery-avoidance goals 
are related to fewer adaptive variables than mastery-approach goals (e.g., incremental 
theory of intelligence; Cury et al., 2006; need for achievement, Elliot & Murayama, 2008), 
but research also showed that they are related to some maladaptive variables (e.g., task 
anxiety; Bong, 2009; Putwain & Daniels, 2010; attachment anxiety; Elliot & Reis, 2003; 
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procrastination; Howell & Watson, 2007). Some studies also indicated that mastery-avoid
ance goals may be adaptive for those predominantly engaging in loss-prevention goals 
(e.g., older adults; Senko & Freund, 2015).

Competence as the Integral Element of Achievement Goal Constructs
The key feature of the 2 × 2 framework is to describe achievement goals as a cognitive 
aim regarding competence and to classify different types of achievement goals based on 
how the competence is defined and valenced (Elliot & Murayama, 2008; Elliot & Thrash, 
2001). Elliot and colleagues (Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Elliot & Thrash, 2001) argued that 
mastery goals and performance goals can be distinguished according to how competence 
is defined (i.e., definition of competence), whereas approach and avoidance goals can be 
distinguished according to how competence is valenced (valence of competence).

Competence is defined by the standard or referent that is used in evaluating it. In a cer
tain situation, some people may feel competent but others may not. This is because the 
definition of competence differs among people and thus is evaluated differently. Three 
standards may be considered to define competence: an absolute standard (the require
ments of the task itself), an intrapersonal standard (one’s own past attainment or maxi
mum potential attainment), and a normative standard (the performance of others). That 
is, competence may be evaluated against an absolute standard according to one’s mas
tery of a task, against an intrapersonal standard according to one’s personal trajectory, or 
against an interpersonal standard according to one’s attainment relative to others. When 
adopting mastery goals, individuals evaluate their competence against an absolute/intrap
ersonal standard (i.e., “Am I mastering the task?” “Am I doing better than the past?”). 
Here, absolute and intrapersonal standards are considered jointly because they share 
some conceptual similarities (but they will be considered separately later). On the other 
hand, when adopting performance goals, individuals evaluate their competence against 
an interpersonal standard (i.e., “Am I doing better than others?”). As such, this definition 
aspect of competence maps well onto the distinction between mastery and performance 
goals.

Competence is also valenced according to whether it focuses on positive outcomes (i.e., 
competence or success) or (avoidance of) negative outcomes (i.e., incompetence or fail
ure). Approach and avoidance achievement goals are considered different based on how 
competence is valenced (i.e., whether competence is focused on approaching positive out
comes or avoiding negative outcomes). In other words, approach goals represent a posi
tive commitment to competence, whereas avoidance goals represent a negative concern 
regarding incompetence. These two aspects of competence are combined to form the four 
different types of goals represented in the aforementioned 2 × 2 framework, which con
sists of mastery-approach, mastery-avoidance, performance-approach, and performance- 
avoidance goals (Figure 13.1).

It is worth noting that this competence framework not only is useful to provide strong 
theoretical justification for the 2 × 2 model of achievement goals, but also clarifies what 
types of goals we should or should not consider types of achievement goals. In fact, be
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fore the trichotomous model was proposed, a number of theorists introduced additional 
goal constructs to the established mastery-performance and approach-avoidance di
chotomies (for early examples, see Maehr & Braskamp, 1986; Maehr & Nicholls, 1980). 
These goals included work-avoidance goals, extrinsic goals, and social goals (see Urdan, 
1997, for a review). The dichotomous framework had difficulty in judging whether we 
should include these goals as achievement goals, because it only provided the conceptual 
definition of (or distinction between) mastery goals and performance goals, but it did not 
provide the overarching conceptualization of what achievement goals are. However, set
ting competence as the conceptual core of the achievement goal construct provides clear 
guidelines for evaluating additional achievement goal candidates. More specifically, ac
cording to this idea that achievement goals represent people’s striving for competence 
(which can be differently defined and valenced), achievement goals must be focused on 
competence. Although there is no doubt that work-avoidance goals, extrinsic goals, and 
social goals are prevalent in achievement-relevant situations (especially in educational 
contexts), as Elliot (1999) argued, none of these goals focuses on a competence-based 
striving per se. For example, work-avoidance goals represent escape from commitment to 
a task. Therefore, the emphasis of work avoidance is not on achieving competence or 
avoiding incompetence. As such, these goals should not be considered achievement goals. 
For similar reasons, extrinsic goals and social goals should not be counted as new types 
of achievement goals (but see also Ryan & Shim, 2006, 2008, for goals that focus on so
cial competence).

3 × 2 Model of Achievement Goals
The 2 × 2 conceptualization of achievement goals also suggests a systematic extension of 
the achievement goal framework. As noted earlier, within the definition of mastery goal in 
the competence-based framework, competence is defined in terms of success relative to 
either an absolute (task-based) or an intrapersonal standard. Elliot, Murayama, and 
Pekrun (2011) proposed a theoretical extension by separating these absolute and intrap
ersonal standards, resulting in a 3 × 2 framework comprising six types of achievement 
goal: task-approach goals (“do a task well”), task-avoidance goals (“avoid doing poorly on 
a task”), self-approach goals (“do better than before”), self-avoidance goals (“avoid doing 
worse than before”), other-approach goals (“do better than others”), and other-avoidance 
goals (“avoid doing worse than others”). Note that this new framework abandoned the old 
and popular terminology in the literature—mastery and performance goals (mastery goals 
are bifurcated into task-based and self-based goals; performance goals are relabeled as 
other-based goals). This terminological shift has been made to clarify the fact that this di
mension specifies the standard against which competence is defined (i.e., self, task, or 
others), because the terms mastery and performance include slightly different connota
tions (as discussed later).

Empirical research has shown support for the structural aspect of the 3 × 2 model. 
Specifically, factor analytic work revealed the factorial validity of the 3 × 2 model of 
achievement goals (Elliot et al., 2011; Mascret, Elliot, & Cury, 2015; Urbán, Orosz, 
Kerepes, & Jánvári, 2014). Some studies also showed that the new part of the model, task- 
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based and self-based goals, predicts differential outcomes in both approach and avoid
ance forms (Diseth, 2015; Elliot et al., 2011; Gillet, Lafrenière, Huyghebaert, & Fou
quereau, 2016; Mascret, Elliot, & Cury, 2017). Another line of research has also shown 
that personal best goals (i.e., goals that focus on outperforming one’s previous best; Mar
tin, 2006) have different correlates than task-based goals, in both survey and experimen
tal studies (Martin & Elliot, 2016a, 2016b). Personal best goals are analogous to self-ap
proach goals (although they also focus on the future potential of a person) and thus are a 
good conceptual fit with the 3 × 2 model of achievement goals. Further validation of this 
achievement goal framework merits future inquiry.

Conceptual Issues in Achievement Goals
One peculiar aspect of achievement goal literature is that researchers have defined 
achievement goals in somewhat different ways (Elliot & Thrash, 2001; Kaplan & Maehr, 
2007), making it difficult to provide a consensual definition of achievement goals. This 
conceptualization issue of achievement goals can be understood in light of the historical 
background that we have discussed thus far. Our historic overview showed that the 
achievement goal construct originated from different types constructs and has experi
enced a few important shifts in its conceptualization. The first shift is Ames’s integration 
of relatively independent lines of research (e.g., Dweck, Nicholls, Maehr, Ames, and Cov
ington), which contributed to the formation of a coherent field of achievement goals re
search. The second shift is a series of refinements and elaborations of achievement goal 
constructs by Elliot and his colleagues, which identified comprehensive sets of achieve
ment goals with greater theoretical clarity (2 × 2 and 3 × 2 models of achievement 
goals). These shifts elucidated different ideas of how achievement goals are best concep
tualized and defined.

(p. 236) Conceptualizing Goals in Achievement Goals

Think about how goals are defined in the literature on achievement goals. Elliot (2005) 
identified three different conceptualizations of goals in the literature on achievement 
goals. Early researchers described achievement goals in terms of the purpose for which a 
person engages in achievement behavior (Dweck, 1986; Nicholls, 1989). This conceptual
ization is straightforward because it intuitively refers to the purpose that individuals have 
when they are engaging in achievement-related behavior. However, what was less clear 
from the original approach is that the operative word in this definition, purpose, has two 
meanings. According to the Random House Dictionary of the English Language (1993), 
the word purpose can be defined in two primary ways: as “the reason for which some
thing exists or is done, made, used, etc.” and “an intended or desired result; end; aim; 
goal.” As such, researchers who adopted this approach have implicitly employed a combi
nation of both meanings simultaneously. That is, for the early researchers, the term 
achievement goal was used as both the reason for behavior in an achievement situation 
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(e.g., the development or demonstration of ability) and the aim or outcome that is sought 
in an achievement situation (e.g., normative ability or self-referential ability).

In the 1990s, researchers tended to characterize achievement goals more broadly (Elliot, 
2005)—as a broad set of coherent achievement-relevant beliefs and feelings about suc
cess, effort, ability, errors, feedback, standards of evaluation, etc. (Ames, 1992; Kaplan & 
Maehr, 2007; Pintrich, 2000). This comprehensive account—often called achievement goal 
orientation—unified many achievement-relevant variables into a single organizational sys
tem. This idea of achievement goal orientation emerged through the conceptual integra
tion of Ames and Archer (1987, 1988). In the process of mapping similar but slightly dif
ferent types of constructs onto two types of achievement goals (i.e., mastery goals and 
performance goals), the conceptual space of achievement goals inevitably expanded, re
sulting in a convenient, but obscure, omnibus conceptualization of achievement goals. 
This approach is useful to understand a broad set of achievement-relevant variables in re
lation to achievement goals, but one obvious limitation is a lack of conceptual clarity. Be
cause this definition includes a collection of variables, it is difficult to identify exactly 
which aspect of the achievement goal construct is responsible for any hypothesized or ob
served effects. This definition of achievement goals does not allow researchers to differ
entiate antecedents and consequences from achievement goals per se.

Several refinements and elaborations by Elliot and colleagues provided a more focused 
and fine-grained conceptualization of achievement goals. Specifically, Elliot and col
leagues explicitly defined achievement goals as cognitive aims or goals regarding compe
tence (Elliot & Fryer, 2008; Elliot & Thrash, 2001). This conceptualization of achievement 
goals is a departure from the predominant achievement goal orientation approach at the 
time, emphasizing that achievement goals are goals (per se), not other achievement-rele
vant variables. Unlike the approach taken by early researchers, this definition also under
scores the importance of dissociating reasons from goals, drawing a clear conceptual dis
tinction between the two constructs. Note that this definition of achievement goals never 
meant that reasons are not important or are less important than goals. This approach 
simply indicates that reasons and goals may play different roles in achievement-relevant 
behavior and should be treated separately. Indeed, as discussed later, a new emerging 
line of research called achievement goal complexes has revealed the potential dynamic 
interaction between goals and reasons underlying achievement-relevant behavior.

Measurement Issues

The conceptualization issue has considerable implications for empirical studies on 
achievement goals. Since the late 1980s, achievement goals have been examined mainly 
using self-report questionnaires, and several versions of self-reported achievement goal 
measures have been used in different areas of psychology. Some have focused on the 
mastery–performance distinction alone, whereas others have focused on both the mas
tery–performance and the approach–avoidance distinctions (for reviews, see Elliot & Mu
rayama, 2008; Fulmer & Frijters, 2009; Huang, 2012; Kaplan & Maehr, 2007). The use of 
different measurement tools is important because not all achievement goal measures are 
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created equal; different measures tend to reflect distinct theoretical backgrounds. How
ever, this also means that we must accurately understand the concept that each of the 
measurements is purported to assess in our empirical investigation of achievement goals: 
Given the diverse theoretical and historical backgrounds in the literature, measurements 
of achievement goals may be using the same labels for different constructs.

For example, as discussed earlier, some research construes the achievement goal con
struct as an omnibus combination of variables reflecting an (p. 237) integrated pattern of 
beliefs and feelings. Accordingly, those who subscribe to this view utilize assessments 
that combine several distinct components of achievement goals into a single measure. For 
example, in some measures, items assessing performance-approach goals often combine 
an element of demonstrating competence with an element of outperforming a normative 
standard. Indeed, the original version of the Patterns of Adaptive Learning Scale (Midgley 
et al., 1998), a widely used measure in educational psychology, included the item, “I’d like 
to show my teacher that I’m smarter than the other students,” which clearly emphasized 
the aspects of both demonstrating competence and outperforming against a normative 
standard (see also Button, Mathieu, & Zajac, 1996; Roberts & Treasure, 1995). Alterna
tively, some performance goal scales focus only on demonstrating competence and do not 
include a normative standard (e.g., Vandewalle, 1997; Zweig & Webster, 2004). Interest
ingly, some measures include items that do not focus on goals at all but attend to other 
aspects of achievement. This is particularly clear in some measures of task involvement 
and ego involvement, which often have a common stem like “I feel most successful when 
…” or “I feel really pleased when …” (Duda, 1989; Duda, Chi, Newton, Walling, & Catley, 
1995; Duda & Nicholls, 1992; Nicholls, Cobb, Wood, Yackel, & Patashnick, 1990; Nolen, 
1988). Such wording can be viewed as asking for respondents’ definitions of success 
rather than their goals per se. In addition, some other measures include items that focus 
on the value of certain outcomes or experiences (e.g., “Doing better than others is impor
tant for me”; Bouffard et al., 1995), affective elements (e.g., “I enjoy it when when others 
at work are aware of how well I am doing”; Vandewalle, 1997), and failure-related 
thoughts (e.g., “My fear of performing poorly in this class is often what motivates me”; El
liot & McGregor, 2001). It is worth noting that in many cases these are the idiosyncratic 
features of individual items, and a specific achievement goal subscale (e.g., a perfor
mance-approach goal subscale) often includes more than one different element described 
above. Therefore, when a researcher obtains a correlational result with such a subscale, 
it is difficult to pin down the exact components that contributed to the observed relation.

Hulleman, Schrager, Bodmann, and Harackiewicz (2010) conducted a meta-analysis that 
showed how these different phrasings of the measurements influenced empirical findings. 
In short, their conclusion is that measurement matters. For example, they found that per
formance-approach goals and performance outcomes are positively correlated when the 
measurement predominantly focuses on normative comparison (e.g., “My goal in this 
class is to do better than others,” Elliot & McGregor, 2001), whereas this relation turned 
to be negative when measurement predominantly focuses on appearance (“It is important 
to me to validate that I am smart,” Grant & Dweck, 2003) or evaluative (e.g., “I like to 
show my teacher that I’m smarter than other kids,” Midgley, Arunkumar, & Urdan, 1996) 
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items. Furthermore, performance-approach goal items that do not explicitly focus on 
goals (e.g., “I feel successful if I show people I’m smart,” Nicholls, Patashnick, & Nolen, 
1985) are not correlated with these outcomes. It is also worth noting that a substantially 
large proportion of items that they investigated (e.g., 42% of mastery-approach goal 
items) did not reflect language that explicitly corresponded to their definition of goals, in
dicating that there is considerable heterogeneity in the constructs actually assessed in 
empirical studies. Some may find it strange that many achievement goal items do not di
rectly address goals although they are part of measures explicitly labeled goals, but this 
situation can be understood in light of the historical trajectory of the constructs that we 
discussed earlier.

We do not argue that there is a single best scale of achievement goals, but we should be 
aware of the fact that measurement matters. The choice of achievement goal measure de
pends on one’s theoretical background, and ultimately, researchers must be attentive to 
the correspondence between how goals are conceptualized and how they are operational
ized within a given assessment device. For example, Elliot and Murayama (2008) devel
oped a 2 × 2 measure labeled the Achievement Goal Questionnaire Revised, which elimi
nates goal-irrelevant features, such as motives and affect, and specifically focuses on tap
ping cognitive aims. The scale is specifically aligned with the conceptualization of the 
competence-based 2 × 2 model of achievement goals. When interested in assessing the 
influence of the standard or valence of competence in achievement goals on outcomes, 
the Achievement Goal Questionnaire Revised would provide a good fit between the re
search question asked and the empirical measurement tool.

Emerging Research in Achievement Goals
Research on achievement goals has been prolific. In fact, there are more than 10 pub
lished meta-analyses specifically focusing on achievement goal constructs (Baranik, Stan
ley, Bynum, & Lance, 2010; Cellar et al., 2011; Huang, 2011, 2012; Hulleman et al., 2010; 
Lochbaum & Gottardy, 2015; Payne, Youngcourt, & Beaubien, 2007; Senko & Dawson, 
2017; van Yperen, Blaga, & Postmes, 2014, 2015; Wirthwein, Sparfeldt, Pinquart, 
Wegerer, & Steinmayr, 2013; see also Murayama & Elliot, 2012; Rolland, 2012; Worming
ton & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2017, for different versions of meta-analysis). In these abun
dant empirical studies, not only have researchers identified the antecedents and conse
quences of each type of achievement goal, but also several interesting research topics 
have emerged in the field. Because of space limitations, it is not possible to cover all of 
these topics in this chapter (for a list of these topics, see Elliot & Hulleman, 2017), but we 
focus on a few topics herein that we find particularly important in light of the history of 
theoretical development we discussed so far.

Achievement Goal Complexes

As indicated earlier, although not explicitly acknowledged at the time, early researchers 
considered achievement goals as the combination of both the reasons and the goals (or 
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aims) that guide achievement-relevant behavior. More specifically, when a person is put in 
an achievement situation, the person is presumed to adopt specific goals (e.g., “I want to 
do better than other people”) for specific reasons (e.g., “because I want to demonstrate 
my ability to others”), and achievement goals were conceptualized as the amalgam of 
these constructs. Although this conceptualization of achievement goals was not a central 
focus in past decades, recent research has seen strong interest in this view. Specifically, 
an accumulating body of empirical work has revealed that goals and reasons dynamically 
intersect with each other, highlighting the importance of examining specific achievement 
goal–reason combinations rather than treating them separately (i.e., achievement goal 
complexes; Elliot & Thrash, 2001).

For example, Vansteenkiste, Lens, Elliot, Soenens, and Mouratidis (2014) reviewed the 
relevant literature and concluded that autonomous reasons (e.g., “Because I find this a 
personally valuable goal”) or control reasons (e.g., “Because I would feel bad, guilty, or 
anxious if I didn’t do so”) behind achievement goals can predict many different affective 
and cognitive outcomes (e.g., Vansteenkiste et al., 2010; Senko & Tropiano, 2016). Domp
nier, Darnon, and Butera (2009) showed that mastery goals predict the academic achieve
ment of university students only when they are endorsed for the reason of their social val
ue, as opposed to the reason that these goals are socially desirable. Sommet and Elliot 
(2017) proposed a new methodology that can help in examining the effects of goal com
plexes (i.e., goal–reason combinations) independent of the goal effect and the reason ef
fect and found that goal complexes can explain unique variance in outcome variables 
above and beyond goals and reasons only.

One of the critical strengths of the goal complexes approach is that it opens a new door 
on the long-lasting discussion on the adaptiveness of specific achievement goals. As noted 
earlier, motivation researchers have long debated whether performance-based goal adop
tion facilitates or impedes achievement (Brophy, 2005; Midgley, Kaplan, & Middleton, 
2001; Urdan & Mestas, 2006). The introduction of the approach–avoidance distinction 
(i.e., the trichotomous model of achievement goals) helped explain the inconsistent find
ings observed in the literature, but researchers have not yet fully agreed on a specific 
conclusion (Brophy, 2005; Elliot & Moller, 2003; Harackiewicz et al., 2002; Midgley et al., 
2001; Urdan & Mestas, 2006). According to the goal complex approach, however, focus
ing on goals per se is not sufficient to determine whether they lead to adaptive outcomes. 
Individuals may adopt the same goal for fundamentally different reasons, and their expe
riences and outcomes may differ as a function of their underlying motivation. For exam
ple, individuals may strive to outperform others because this goal represents an enjoy
able challenge, provides meaningful competence information, or provides an opportunity 
to exercise their skills and capabilities (autonomous reasons). On the other hand, individ
uals may pursue performance-approach goals because they feel compelled to demon
strate their abilities, perhaps because they see doing so as a means of obtaining positive 
regard from others (extrinsic reasons). When pursued for this reason, performance-ap
proach goals are likely to be experienced as stressful and anxiety inducing, and they may 
lead to less adaptive outcomes (Vansteenkiste et al., 2014). Goal complex research would 
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greatly benefit from additional work that directly and systematically tests the conse
quences of distinct goal–reason combinations.

Expansion of the Competence-Based Model of Achievement Goals

One of the strengths of the competence-based model of achievement goals is that it pro
vides systematic guidance to classify different types of achievement goals. Indeed, previ
ous research has seen systematic expansion of the types of achievement (p. 239) goals— 

from the dichotomous model to the trichotomous model to the 2 × 2 model to the 3 × 2 
model. Further scrutiny of the model reveals other types of achievement goals that may 
be worth considering.

For example, in the 3 × 2 model of achievement goals, the definition of competence rep
resents the standard or reference used to evaluate one’s competence, and three stan
dards were proposed: task based, self based, and other based. Among them, self-based 
goals use one’s own intrapersonal trajectory as the evaluative referent (Elliot et al., 
2011), but this intrapersonal trajectory can be based on one’s past (i.e., goals to do bet
ter/avoid doing worse in comparison to one’s past performance) or one’s future potential 
(i.e., goals to do better/avoid doing worse than one could potentially do in the future). The 
original 3 × 2 model of achievement goals (Elliot et al., 2011) focused entirely on one’s 
past as a reference point to define self-based goals, but a recent study by Elliot, Muraya
ma, Kobeisy, and Lichtenfeld (2015) noted that self-based goals are also focused on the fu
ture and called for research that examines the nature of these potential-based achieve
ment goals. Potential-based goals can take both approach (e.g., “My goal is to do as well 
as I can possibly do on the task”) and avoidance (e.g., “My goal is to avoid doing worse 
than my very best on the task”) forms, and research has shown several correlates of these 
potential-approach goals (Ning, 2017).

In early models of achievement goals, researchers made a distinction between the goal of 
developing one’s competence and the goal of demonstrating one’s competence to others 
(Dweck, 1986; Nicholls, 1984). As indicated earlier, this distinction can be seen as a mani
festation of certain types of reasons behind achievement goals, but Korn and Elliot (2016) 
suggested that this distinction can also be considered as different standpoints on compe
tence—that is, viewing competence from the standpoint of developing it or demonstrating 
it. Korn and Elliot (2016) subsequently crossed the standpoints on competence with the 
valence of competence, forming a new 2 × 2 standpoints model of achievement goals with 
four different types of goals: development-approach goals (e.g., “My goal is to increase 
competence”), development-avoidance goals (e.g., “My goal is to avoid a decrease in abili
ty”), demonstration-approach goals (e.g., “My goal is to demonstrate ability”), and 
demonstration-avoidance goals (e.g., “My goal is to avoid demonstrating that I lack 
knowledge”). They provided empirical evidence that these four types of achievement 
goals are predictive of different achievement-relevant outcomes, indicating the impor
tance of incorporating this model into the achievement goal framework.
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These are newly developed expansions, and future research is needed to provide empiri
cal evidence of the models. Some may argue that such expansions (including the past ex
pansions such as 2 × 2 or 3 × 2 model of achievement goals) pose an unnecessary threat 
to model parsimony, obscuring the core benefit of achievement goal framework (see Bro
phy, 2005; Kaplan & Maehr, 2007), but we do not think that this is the case. If one consid
ers competence the core component of achievement-relevant behavior, it is essential to 
understand how different conceptualizations of competence influence achievement-rele
vant behavior (Nicholls, 1989). It is correct that the expansion of the achievement goal 
approach could increase complexity of this research area, but human achievement-relat
ed behaviors are complicated after all—too complex to be adequately accounted for by 
only two types of achievement goals. We believe that fine-grained theorizing about 
achievement goals is necessary and represents the way forward to achieve a comprehen
sive understanding of the complex dynamics of human achievement motivation. We need 
to add that we do not argue that any given research on achievement goals should seek to 
include the broad set of achievement goals in a single study. Rather, we believe that re
searchers would do well to focus on a subset of goals that best addresses their specific re
search questions in any given study (e.g., self-approach and self-avoidance goals only).

Methodological Expansion

The achievement goal literature has yielded a wealth of interesting findings over the past 
several decades. That said, we believe there remains substantial room for growth in the 
methodological approaches used by achievement goal researchers.

To date, nearly all achievement goal research has focused on between-person covariation, 
using persons as the unit of analysis (Borsboom, Mellenbergh, & van Heerden, 2003). 
This focus on between-person comparisons is limiting, particularly when the rest of per
sonality/social psychology is moving in the direction of focusing on both between- and 
within-person covariation (Cervone & Shoda, 1999; Hamaker, Dolan, & Molenaar, 2005; 
Molenaar & Campbell, 2009). Within-person analyses, which involve collecting repeated 
measurements of items across time points or situations and computing the covariance of 
the scores using time points or situations as the unit of analysis, allow researchers to 

(p. 240) directly investigate how psychological elements vary within individuals and inter
act with each other (see Murayama et al., 2017, for a tutorial). Goal pursuit across time 
and situations, and regulatory shifts therein, can be monitored using within-person analy
ses, potentially shedding much needed light on an area about which little is currently 
known (see Goetz, Sticca, Pekrun, Murayama, & Elliot, 2016; Murayama, Elliot, & Yama
gata, 2011; Schantz & Conroy, 2009). Furthermore, within-person methodologies, such as 
daily diary studies, can be used to test whether the psychological mechanisms identified 
through between-person research can be fruitfully extended to the within-person level.

Another limitation is that the vast majority of current studies on achievement goals have 
relied on self-report questionnaires. Although some studies have utilized experimental 
manipulations, interventions, and observational methods, these studies are relatively rare 
(Elliot & Hulleman, 2017; van Yperen, Blaga, & Postmes, 2015). Self-report measures are 
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useful to quantify achievement goals and relate to multiple achievement-relevant con
structs with a large number of participants, but they are subject to well-known issues 
such as difficulty in making causal inferences. One particular problem is the issue of re
sponse bias. When participants answer a set of questions regarding their motivation, 
some participants give high ratings for all the focused-on questions, whereas other partic
ipants do the opposite, regardless of the actual types of motivation. These tendencies may 
simply reflect their general motivation (i.e., those who are highly motivated give high rat
ings for all types of motivation), social desirability (i.e., those who have high social desir
ability give high ratings for all “good” types of motivation), and/or rating style (e.g., some 
participants may prefer giving ratings around a particular rating value). Regardless of 
their precise nature, such response biases typically lead to overestimates of the correla
tion between variables (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). Indeed, when we 
collect data on a host of motivation measures (not limited to achievement goals), it is not 
uncommon to observe generally high positive correlations among self-report variables 
(but not behavioral variables).

Importantly, recent research has suggested that some measurements of achievement 
goals are particularly prone to response bias. More specifically, several scales that are 
specifically designed to align with the competence-based model of achievement goals (El
liot & Murayama, 2008; Elliot et al., 2011) have similar structure and content (e.g., “My 
goal is to perform better than the other students” for performance-approach goals; “My 
goal is to avoid performing poorly compared to others” for performance-avoidance goals), 
making it easy for response bias to influence participants’ responses. In fact, using an in
terview method, Urdan and Mestas (2006) found that participants often responded to per
formance-avoidance goal items with approach explanations, indicating a failure to differ
entiate approach and avoidance types of goals in response to questionnaire items. Similar 
wording is inevitable, because the measurements are purported to differentiate only one 
aspect of competence (e.g., valence), holding other aspects constant. As a result, howev
er, response bias seems to inflate the correlation between the subscales of these achieve
ment goal measures, sometimes to a substantial extent. Murayama et al. (2011) provided 
evidence (including statistical simulations) that high correlations among goal measures 
do not pose a major threat to construct validity, but researchers should seriously consider 
alternative assessment methods within or beyond self-report measures (e.g., implicit as
sessments) to examine different types of achievement goals independent of response bias.

Conclusion
In sum, the achievement goal construct has provided considerable conceptual and empiri
cal utility over the past 4 decades. What began with the work of independent researchers 
has developed into a robust collective literature examining the thoughts, attitudes, and 
behaviors that characterize people’s competence-based pursuits. In the early 21st centu
ry, the achievement goal construct is utilized within a diverse range of psychological liter
atures, including developmental psychology, educational psychology, industrial–organiza
tional psychology, social–personality psychology, cross-cultural psychology, and sport/ex
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ercise psychology. For the achievement goal literature to continue to grow, however, it 
must address the next generation of research questions that we have highlighted herein, 
delivering more insight into the processes underlying goal pursuit. In this chapter, we 
have identified several exciting opportunities for building on existing research, leading us 
to believe that the future of the achievement goal literature is bright, with several unan
swered empirical questions awaiting inquiry.

Future Directions
• Bear in mind different conceptualizations of achievement goals and make appropri
ate choices (p. 241) regarding measurement that matches the focal research question.

• Examine the many different achievement goal complexes that energize and direct in
dividuals’ behavior in real-world achievement settings.

• Conduct additional research on the expanded sets of achievement goals (e.g., poten
tial-based goals, development-demonstration goals) that have been proposed recently.

• Integrate broader methodologies to assess/manipulate achievement goals.
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