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Contemporary research in the social psychology of sport has used Nicholls’ (1984, 1989)
social cognitive theory of goal orientations and motivation in order to gain a better
understanding of cognitive, affective and behavioural aspects of sport participation.
Success can be defined in at least two different ways that lead to two major goal orien-
tations (task/mastery and social comparison), but little is known about why or how such
goals may develop, although preliminary research in education links goals to concep-
tions about the nature of academic ability (i.e. intelligence). Using a similar notion, we
studied conceptions of athletic ability by assessing children’s representations of sport
ability. Two studies were conducted with children and youth in England and France.
Initial findings suggested that the methods adopted by Dweck & Leggett (1988) in edu-
cation, while showing some links between goals and beliefs, are not wholly applicable to
sport. In using a more comprehensive measure of sport ability conceptions, we observed
clear relationships between a social comparison goal and a conception of athletic ability
asa ‘gift’ and being ‘general’, and between a task mastery goal and the conception of ath-
letic ability as being incremental and determined by learning. We develop and discuss
the meaning of the causal links that unite goals and ability conceptions, as well as the
likely impact of such conceptions on motivation.
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The social psychological study of sport has increased in recent years as issues such as the
health benefits of physical activity and the effects of competition on children have become
more prominent. As far as sport motivation is concerned, a central construct that has been
identified is that of self-perceptions of ability and related constructs such as self-efficacy
or perceived competence (Roberts, 1992). Perceived ability has been shown to be associ=
ated with initial as well as continued or discontinued involvement in sport (e.g. Burton
& Martens, 1986; Gould, Feltz, Horn & Weiss, 1982; Roberts, Kleiber & Duda, 1981).
Perceived ability is also important in decision making in the face of rask difficulty
(Famose, Sarrazin, Cury & Durand, 1993), as well as for perseverance and effort in sport
(Famose, Sarrazin & Cury, 1993).

Parallel to these findings, Nicholls’ developmental studies in the academic field have
brought to light semantic variations in the ability concept (Nicholls, 1989; Nicholls &
Miller, 1984; Nicholls, Patashnick & Mettetal, 1986). A distinction is made, in particu-
lar, between two significant approaches that are closely connected to cognitive develop-
ment and to the differentiation of the concepts of chance, effort and task difficulty. The
first conception of ability—sometimes referred to as less differentiated—is associated
with concepts of general mastery, progress and effort. The person who uses this approach
will feel more able as they feel that they are making progress and mastering objects
through personal effort. The second conception of ability is more mature and appears at
about 11-12 years of age. This is the more differentiated conception of ability since the
concept of effort is no longer equated with that of ability. The individual now conceives
of ability as a capacity that limits the effect of effort on performance.

Recent work in achievement motivation, using a social cognitive perspective,
considers the search for competence as the main focus of interest for individuals in
achievement situations. This quest can appear through orientations towards two different
goals, referring in each case to one or the other of the two approaches to ability described
above. In one case, the feeling of competence rests on self-referenced criteria and on 4
process of comparison over time; learning, mastery and personal improvement are
experienced as success and are satisfying in themselves. This is referred to as ‘task
involvement’ (Nicholls, 1984, 1989). Alternatively, the feeling of competence can
also be subordinated to external criteria and to a process of normative comparison
with a group of peers. Demonstration of superiority becomes the dominant focus
for the definition of a successful experience. This is referred to as ‘ego involvement'
(Nicholls, 1984, 1989).

Individuals are thought to hold relatively stable dispositions towards these goals and
hence are thought to adopt a ‘mastery’ (Roberts, 1992), ‘task’ (Duda, 1992) or ‘learning’
goal (Dweck, 1986) when success is defined in self-referent terms, and a ‘competitive’
(Roberts, 1992), ‘ego’ (Duda, 1992) or ‘performance’ goal (Dweck, 1986) when success is
defined primarily in normative terms. This latter goal we will call the social comparison
goal. These two goals, or tendencies, have been shown to be orchogonal (Nicholls, 1989,
Duda, 1992), thus it is possible for one individual to have a dominant orientation, or to
be at the same time strongly or weakly oriented in both (Fox, Goudas, Biddle, Dudn &
Armstrong, 1994).

It has been suggested that people’s thoughts, sensations and behaviour in achievement
contexts are rational expressions of their dominant goals (Nicholls, 1989, 1992), Ror
example, low perccived ability has no adverse consequences on the involvement snd
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perseverance of those individuals who pursue a mastery goal (see Duda, 1992; Famose,
1990, 1991; Famose ¢t af., 1993; Nicholls, 1989; Roberts, 1992), whereas maladaptive
motivational responses have been reported for children with low perceived competence
adopting a social comparison goal (Goudas, Biddle & Fox, 1994).

According to Nicholls (Nicholls, 1989, 1992; Nicholls et 2/., 1986), the two conceptions
of ability underlying the goals are rather general in that they can apply to many different
situations (e.g. intellectual, musical, physical etc.). They refer to the understanding of
immediate or proximal causes of performance, such as the relative contribution of effort and
ability. Nevercheless, they say nothing about people’s representations of the longer term
transformations of competence, or how these goals are developed in the first place. This has
given rise to recent research in the study of achievement goals in the classroom, such as
Dweck’s studies of the ‘implicit theories of intelligence’ (Dweck & Bempechat, 1983;
Dweck & Elliott, 1983; Dweck & Leggett, 1988) and Nicholls’ developmental work on the
‘conceptions of intelligence’ (Nicholls, 1989, 1992; Nicholls ez 2/., 1986). The aim of the
latter has been to make clear the participants’ representations concerning either their longer
term developmental capacity of ability (is it stable or incremental? Is it generic or specific?),
or its determinants (is it a natural gift and/or a product of learning?).

Similarly, Dweck and her colleagues (e.g. Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Elliott & Dweck,
1988) were interested in finding out why some children demonstrated a maladaptive, or
helpless, pattern of behaviour after classroom failure while others reacted with more adap-
tive and mastery oriented responses. Dweck and Leggett (1988) reported that:

our efforts to explain this phenomenon led us to the more general conceptualisation of goals. We pro-

posed that the goals individuals are pursuing create the framework within which they interpret and react
to events (p. 256).

Dweck suggested that children who believed that their intelligence was mainly a fixed
entity (‘entity theory’) were more likely to choose a performance (social comparison) goal
as one way of demonstrating that entity. On the other hand, those choosing a learning
(mastery) goal were more likely to believe that intelligence is a changeable and malleable
quality (incremental theory’) since a learning goal allowed for the development of
intelligence.

This paper will report on research into the conception of the nature of athletic ability,
drawing on perspectives of both Dweck and Nicholls. Consequently, the research concerns
the beliefs of individuals regarding the possibilities of developing ability over time and
its determinants. The starting point of our work was a now racher well recognized ‘objec-
tive’ description of sport competence, based on the notions of aptitude (basic qualities),
skills (capacity for a specific task or group of tasks) and performance (Ackerman, 1990;
Fleishman, 1964; Famose & Durand, 1988). Skills are defined as resulting from specific
learning, are easily changeable, and therefore much less determined by genetic factors
than aptitudes (Schmidt, 1982).

The purpose of this paper, therefore, is to report on two studies, involving nearly 500 chil-
dren from two countries, investigating the links between goal orientations and conceptions of
sport ability. Although two countries were involved, this was to increase the external validity
of findings rather than to test for cross-cultural effects. No differences were expected between
countries. Specifically, it was hypothesized that goals reflecting learning and mastery will be
associated with sport ability conceptions that reflect change and instability.
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STUDY 1

Links between goals and conceptions of ability have been proposed by Dweck and
Nicholls, as discussed. As a first step to identify similar links in sport contexts, Study 1
sought to replicate methods reported by Dweck and her colleagues (Dweck & Leggett,
1988; Elliott & Dweck, 1988), but in the context of sport.

Method
Sample and procedures

Girls and boys (N = 194) aged 1112 years took part in this investigation. This age range represents the time
at which children develop mature conceptions of ability. All of the children attended schools in a city in the
south-west of England and they were considered to be a reasonable cross-section of pupils from the city. All
children were involved in sport through school physical education, although no assessment was made of their
voluntary sport involvement.

Each child completed a psychological inventory pack as part of a larger study. As far as the present study
is concerned, the inventory, modified from the recommendations of Dweck and Henderson (no date), included
questions on achievement goal choice and perceptions of the nature of sport ability. In addition, the inven-
tory included the Task and Ego Orientation in Sport Questionnaire modified for English schoolchildren
(TEOSQ); see Duda, Fox, Biddle & Armstrong, 1992).

Instrumentation

Goal choice. The children were asked to select their preferred goal in sport contexts. On the recommendation
of Dweck and Henderson, two types of performance (social comparison) goal were given. One referred to an
easy (no risk) performance goal and the other to a challenging performance goal. Two of the four choices are
for easy performance goals as Dweck and Henderson suggest that such choices are low in social desirability;
thus having two statements makes it appear a more viable option. For the purposes of analysis, however, par-
ticipants choosing either of these statements were classified as choosing an easy performance goal. Finally, a
learning (mastery) goal was presented as the other goal choice.

Goal orientations. The TEOSQ was used to assess task (mastery) and ego (social comparison) goal orientations.
It consists of 13 items preceded by the stem ‘I feel successful in sport when . . .. For example, a mastery item
asks the degree to which the respondent feels successful ‘when I try hard’, whereas a social comparison item
assesses the degree of feelings of success ‘when I win'. Satisfactory psychometric properties exist for the
TEOSQ across diverse international samples (Biddle, Akande, Vlachopoulos & Fox, in press; Duda e 4l.,
1992; Goudas ¢t «/., 1994).

Sport Incremental Ability Scale (SIAS). Again, a modification of procedures from Dweck and Henderson was
adopted. The SIAS was a reworded version of Dweck and Henderson’s measure of theories of intelligence. In
place of the word intelligence, we substituted the term ‘sport ability’. The children stated their level of agree-
ment on three six-point scales that referred to the extent that sport ability was fixed (entity) or incremental,
Scores were averaged across the three scales giving a range from 6 (strong incremental beliefs) to 1 (strong
fixed/entity beliefs). The three items were: (1) ‘you have a fixed amount of sports ability and you can't really
do much to change it’; (2) ‘your sports ability is something about you that you can’t change very much’; (3)
‘you can learn new things in sport but you can’t really change your basic sports ability’. Internal consistency
of the scale was satisfactory (Cronbach’s alpha = .71).

‘Results and Discussion

There was no significant difference between boys and girls on the SIAS score and so data
for these two groups were merged. The sample had an overall mean score of 3.5%
(SD = 1.04), showing a normally diseributed ser of scores.
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Table 1. Goal choice and SIAS group cross-tabulation, showing percentages from Study
1, with comparison data from Dweck & Leggett (1988)

Goal choice

Study and Performance Performance
theory’ Learning (easy) (challenging)
Study 1 (N = 194)
Fixed 42.0 26.0 32.0
Incremental 55.3 12.8 31.9
Dweck & Leggett (1988) (N = 63)
Entity (hxed) 18.2 31.8 50.0
Incremental 60.9 29.3 9.8

"To compare results with those from Dweck & Leggett (1988), scores on the SIAS were
used to create two groups of participants: those scoring above 3.5 were classified as hav-
ing ‘incremental” beliefs, and those below 3.5 were those with “fixed’ beliefs about sport
ability. The three goal choices (learning, easy performance, challenging performance) were
then used in a 2 (fixed vs. incremental STAS group).X 3 (goal choice) chi square (see
Table 1). Results showed that goal choice was related to fixed/incremental beliefs
(* = 6.20,p < .04), with those choosing a learning goal more likely to have incremental
beliefs about sport ability and those preferring an easy performance goal more likely to
have fixed beliefs. However, the differences for those in the learning goal category were
much smaller than those reported by Dweck & Leggett (1988) and the trends for the two
performance goals were reversed from their study. Figures from Dweck & Leggett (1988)
are included in Table 1 for comparison.

The results of the chi-square analysis allowed a direct comparison with results from
Dweck & Leggett (1988). In addition, however, a one-way ANOVA was computed on
continuous SIAS scores using the three goal choices as the independent variable. A
significant difference was found (F(2,191) = 3.40, p < .04). Post hoc Scheffé tests
showed that children choosing the learning goal were significantly higher on SIAS
scores than those choosing either of the two performance goals. These high scores
reflected more incremental beliefs. Dweck & Leggett's hypothesis that learning goals are
associated with incremental beliefs is therefore supported in a different achievement
domain.

The use of dichotomous goals, which the children had to choose between, has been crit-
icized (Nicholls, 1992) and so further analyses were conducted with scores from the
TEOSQ. However, there was no significant correlation between task and SIAS
(r = .01), although a significant but small correlation between ego goal scores and SIAS
was found (r = —.13, p < .09).

The latter results suggest that the relationship between conceptions of sport ability and
goals is small. Forcing children to choose one goal when they might endorse more than

one may, therefore, provide exaggerated links. Consequently, Scudy 2 sought o extend
this research.
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STUDY 2

Study 1 was a direct test of the propositions put forward by Dweck & Leggett (1988), but
in a sport rather than 2 classroom context. However, the methodology advocated by
Dweck & Leggett (1988) is weak on two fronts. First, asking the children to choose a goal,
rather than state their degree of endorsement of several goals, is contrary to goal perspec-
tives theory (see Duda, 1992). Second, the conception of sport ability may need broaden-
ing to be more in line with views expressed by Nicholls (1992). It is likely that if
conceptions of sport ability are related to achievement goals, the results reported so far,
while indicative of a link, may be restricted by the narrow way that sport ability beliefs
have been operationally defined. As Nicholls (1992) has said:
we cannot effectively scudy children’s conceptions of intelligence or sport competence by simply asking
(in the fashion of Dweck and Bempechat, 1983) whether such skills are changeable or not. Intelligence
can have many referents . . . it commonly refers to genetic potential, realized potential, and displayed
competence. And, each of these can be thought of with respect to different types of intellectual skill.
When studying concepts of intelligence, we need to be able either to discern or to control the many
possible senses of change and intelligence the child is employing (p. 45).

To investigate these more diverse senses of ability conceptions, we referred to the
‘scientific’ and ‘lay’ conceptions of sport ability. The ‘scientific conception’ is based on
Fleishman's work (see also Ackerman, 1990; Schmidt, 1982). Fleishman (1964) distin-
guishes between abilities and skills, with the latter seen to evolve from learning and to be
specific to a task or group of tasks. Abilities are relatively stable at adulthood, sometimes
genetically determined and rather general. They limit the effect of learning on performance.

These notions of skill and ability are widely accepted. In addition, the notions of
stable and incremental beliefs, supported by Dweck, were seen to be consistent with a
multifaceted view of sport ability, so were kept for furcher analyses.

In addition to the scientific view of ability, there is also support for these constructs
through a ‘lay conception” of sport ability. Some people in sport, such as journalists and
spectators, often convey the image that their ability is a ‘gift’ or is natural, whereas
others reflect achievement produced more through effort and work. Sports participants,
for example, sometimes convey the image of hard work, sacrifice and self-denial (i.c. suc-
cess is produced through effort), whereas others refer to the ease of the task or ‘giftedness’
(i.e. success results from ‘given’ talent).

From the above discussion, and that on goal orientations, it seemed reasonable to
hypothesize that (a) children oriented towards a social comparison goal will view athletic
ability more in terms of stability, generality, and the fact chat sport ability is a ‘natural
gift’; (b) children who are mastery oriented will have a representation of athletic ability
that tends more towards instability, specificity and a product of learning.

Method
Participants

School pupils (N = 304; 184 girls, 120 boys) aged 11 to 17 years (M = 14.0, SD = 1.62) from a school in
Paris, France took part in the study. The pupils represented all seven secondary school years.
Procedures

Questionnaires were completed in class time at the end of a normal lesson. The pupils were informed that the
purpose of the questionnaire was to gain a berter understanding of youny people’s motivation in sport, when
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they felt successful in sport, and what conception they had of competence in sport. The questionnaire was
anonymous and took approximately 20 minutes to complete. All participants wete involved in sport through
school physical education, but no assessment was made of voluntary sport involvement.

Instruments

Goal orientations. The pupils were administered the French version of the Perception of Success Questionnaire
(POSQ) developed for sport by Roberts & Balague (1989; see also Treasure & Roberts, 1994). The POSQ con-
sists of 12 items in two independent subscales and measures individual differences in the tendency to empha-
size social comparison (ego) (e.g. ‘I beat other people’, ‘T do better than my opponents’) and/or task mastery
and learning in sport (e.g. ‘I overcome difficulties’, ‘I do my best’). This questionnaire is conceptually very
similar to the TEOSQ and has been validated with children in France by Durand, Cury, Sarrazin & Famose
(in press). Pupils responded to the stem, ‘I feel really successful in sport when . . .’, and five-point scales were
used, anchored by ‘strongly disagree’ (1) and ‘strongly agree’ (5).

Conceptions of the nature of athletic ability. We had intended to ask the children to indicate their conception
of athletic ability by choosing between whether sport ability was the result of being a "gift’ or the result of
‘learning’, whether it was ‘stable’ or ‘unstable/incremental’, and ‘general’ or ‘specific’. However, in the
course of interviews conducted with the pupils, it became apparent that some of them found it awkward to
exclude one conception for another, since both could equally contribute to athletic ability. This representa-
tion, similar to the ‘scientific’ analysis by Ackerman (1990) and Fleishman (1964), deserved to be taken
into account. Consequently, we replaced the dichotomous format (elsewhere criticized by Nicholls, 1992)
with a five-point agree/disagree scale for each conception of ability. Preliminary investigation with 10 girls
and 10 boys took place in order to verify the different dimensions of the nature of ability. Subjects were then
able to choose among several formulations (to which they felt free to add their own) those that best clarified
the concepts of 'gift’, ‘stable’, ‘general’ etc. This procedure allowed us to construct appropriate items for
the Conception of the Nature of Athletic Ability Questionnaire (CNAAQ). Six subscales corresponding to
different representations of che nature of ability were proposed: ‘stable’ (four items, e.g. ‘One has a certain
level in sport, and there is not much one can do to change that’); ‘incremental’ (three items, e.g. ‘In sport, if
one works hard and often, one necessarily progresses’); ‘natural gift’ (four items, e.g. “To be good in sport,
one must be born with basic qualities that permit success in that area’); ‘learning’ (four items, e.g. ‘To
succeed in sport, one must learn techniques, movements, strategies . . . and rehearse them over and over’);
‘general’ (three items, e.g. ‘In principle, if one is good at one sport, one is good at almost every other—even
if they are not alike’); ‘specific’ (three items, e.g. ‘a person who has a good level in one sport may not succeed
in others’). Responses to the CNAAQ were made on five-point scales ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ (1) to
‘strongly agree’ (5).

Results and Discussion

The psychometric properties of the different scales used in the study were assessed.
Items from the POSQ and CNAAQ questionnaires were analysed separately
using exploratory factor analysis and Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the assessment
of internal consistency. Factors were selected if they possessed an eigenvalue greater
than 1 and accounted for at least S per cent of the variance. Also, only factor loadings
exceeding .40 were considered. Varimax and oblimin rotations were calculated each time;
they produced similar results.

Goal orientation

For the POSQ, two factors were found and the 12 items fell into the two categorics
hypothesized: social comparison and mastery, and were independent factors (interfactor
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correlation = —.14) similar to prior research (e.g. Duda e a/., 1992; Fox e al., 1994;
Treasure & Roberts, 1994). Both subscales were found to be internally consistent using
Cronbach’s alpha (social comparison & = .76; mastery & = .75).

Conceprions of the nature of athletic ability

Factor analysis of the 21-item CNAAQ revealed six factors, as hypothesized, with five of
the six having acceptable internal consistency, using Cronbach’s alpha: ‘learning-induced’
(0r =.75), ‘general ability’ (o =.82), ‘gift-induced’ (o =.88), ‘incremental ability’
(o =.73), ‘stable ability’ (&t =.75) and ‘specific ability’ (¢t =.55). These factors accounted
for 66 per cent of the variance. Given the exploratory nature of the CNAAQ it was
decided to keep the ‘specific’ subscale in for further analysis, despite its low internal con-
sistency, but caution is required in its interpretation.

Positive correlations in theoretically predicted directions were found between the con-
ceptions of ‘learning-induced’ and ‘incremental’ (r = .47); between ‘gift-induced” with
‘stable’ (» = .54); and ‘general’ (» = .23). Negative correlations between ‘learning-
induced’ and ‘stable’ (» = —.31); ‘stable’ and ‘incremental’ (r = —.35); ‘general’ and
‘specific’ (r = —.34); and ‘incremental’ and ‘gift-induced’ (r = —.19) were also in the
expected directions.

Subscale descriprive statistics

Descriptive statistics for each subscale are presented in Table 2. The only significant gen-
der difference showed that boys scored higher in the social comparison goal but lower in
the mastery goal compared to girls. The group as a whole showed a marked tendency to
be orientated towards mastery over social comparison. Similarly, the pupils held weak
beliefs for ‘stable ability’ in comparison to the other five conceptions of ability. The three

Table 2. Descriptive statistics from Study 2

All (N = 304) Male (N = 120) Female (N = 184)

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Goals:
Social
comparison  3.04 1.03 3.26 0.98 2.90 1.04%
Mastery 4.52 0.50 4.44 0.57 4.58 0.44*
Conceptions of
sport ability:
Stable 1.92 0.78 1.89 0.76 1.92 0.80
Incremental 4.18 0.80 4.19 0.80 4.17 0.80
Gift 241 1.05 2.52 1.02 2.34 1.06
Learning 4.20 0.71 4.28 0.70 4.15 0.71
General 2.12 0.94 2.15 0.95 2.11 0.94
Specific 4.14 0.73 4.05 0.76 4.20 0.70

*pender differences p <7 .05
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strongest conceptions were ‘incremental’, ‘specific’ and ‘learning-induced’. Given the
small gender differences noted, data were combined across the two gender groups for all
further analyses. Similarly, no differences were found between any of the ages (11-17
years) across any CNAAQ subscale.

Relationships berween goals and conceptions of athletic ability

Results confirmed small but significant positive correlations between the social
comparison goal and conceptions of sport ability as stable, natural gift and general,
and between the mastery goal and incremental, learning and specific conceptions.
The mastery goal was also negatively correlated with stable and gift conceptions
(see Table 3).

To determine the multivariate relationship between goals and conceptions of ability,
canonical correlation was employed. As shown in Table 4, two significant functions
emerged, with the first showing that a strong orientation toward the mastery goal was
positively associated with incremental and learning beliefs, and negatively related to

Table 3. Intercorrelations between goal orientations and conceptions of the nature of
sport ability (Study 2)

Conceptions of the Social comparison

nature of sport ability goal Mastery goal
Stable L4 —.30%**
Incremental .01 3Gk
Gift 26k —.17**
Learning —.01 Xl
General A5k —.04
Specific —.03 .14%*

*p <05, ¥ p < 0L FEx p < 001,

Table 4. Standardized canonical correlation coefficients for goal orientations and concep-
tions of the nature of sport ability subscales (Study 2)

Function 1 Function 2

Goals

Mastery 1.00 —.12

Social comparison —.03 —1.00
CNAAQ subscales

Stable —.33 .02

Incremental .40 —.21

Gift —.07 —.86

Learning 49 —.15

General .09 —.42

Specific .26 —.21
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stable beliefs. In contrast, the second function showed that a strong emphasis on social
comparison is associated with gift and general beliefs. Canonical redundancy analysis
showed that 15.3 per cent of the variance in CNAAQ scores was explained by goal
orientations.

Comparison between goal profiles

Achievement goal orientations have been shown to be orthogonal in several studies of
mastery and social comparison goals in sport and exercise contexts (Fox ez al., 1994,
Goudas et @l., 1994), and this was also true in the present study. Consequently, it seems
appropriate to examine the different conceptions of athletic ability in relation to “goal
profiles’ (see Fox et 4/., 1994). In order to define the groupings, we used the percentile dis-
tribution for each of the mastery and social comparison goal orientations. Thus, a partic-
ipant scoring in the top third of one orientation was classified ‘high’, and ‘low” when in
the lower third. On the basis of this classification, which is more stringent than that used
for similar analyses (see Fox er al., 1994; Goudas et al., 1994), four goal groups were
identified: low social comparison, low mastery (lo-sc/lo-m; N = 22); low social compari-
son, high mastery (lo-sc/hi-m; N = 32); high social comparison, low mastery
(hi-sc/lo-m; N = 29) and high social comparison, high mastery (hi-sc/hi-m; N = 27).

Results were analysed using a one-way MANOVA, with the four goal groups as the
independent variable and the six ability conceptions as dependent variables. This form of
analysis was chosen so as to test the profiles of intact groups (Fox e al., 1994) and is
deemed superior to tests of independent effects of goals which, as we have argued, are
orthogonal.

There was a significant multivariate effect for goal groups (Pillais’ trace = 401,
F = 2.65, p < .0005). Post hoc ANOVA procedures revealed significant differences
between the goal groups for the incremental, learning-induced and gift-induced ability
conceptions (see Table 5). Post hoc Scheffé analysis showed significant differentiation
between the two low mastery groups and the two high mastery groups on incremental and
learning-induced conceptions. The low mastery pupils, regardless of their orientation in

Table 5. Profiles of conceptions of sport ability across the four goal groups (Study 2
means) ~

Lo-sc/lo-ma, Lo-sc/hi-may, Hi-sc/lo-ma, Hi-sc/hi-may

N =22 N =32 N =29 N =27 F(3,106)
Stable 2.24 1.64 2.06 1.91 2.35%*
Incremental 3.76pq 4.41,, 3.90pq 4.40,, 4.92%%%
Gift 2.53y, 1.6636(1 2.61]_, 2.77p 6.7 5%**
Learning 3~82bd 4.46ac 3»87bd 4.4Sac 619***
General 1.94 1.66 2.23 2.11 2.30%*
Specific 4.06 4.43 4.08 4.37 2.12%
Notes. Lo = low; hi = high; sc = social comparison; ma = mastery. Subscripts next to mean scores correspond to
significant group differences (posz hoc Scheffé).
*p = 1 Rk <015 RRxp <001,
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Figure 1. CNAAQ subscales scores by goal orientation profile groups (Study 2).

terms of social comparison, showed weaker beliefs in the incremental and learning
induced nature of sport ability (see Fig. 1). On the other hand, the lo-sc/hi-m group, in
comparison with the other three groups, did not believe as strongly in the gift-induced
conception of sport ability. This same trend can also be observed in the stable conception
of athletic ability (¢ = .076). Two other trends can be noted: the two high social com-
parison groups had higher scores on the general conception of ability (¢ = .082), while
E;e two high mastery groups showed a preference for the specific conception of ability
=.10).

In conclusion, this study has shown that conceptions of sport ability are related to
achievement goal orientations, and that, in combination, these variables suggest that chil-
dren and youth may hold ‘theories’ of goals and beliefs (see Nicholls’ [1992] discussion of
‘lay achievernent theories’). The study has also shown that differences in conceptions of

ability are evident for groups classified on the basis of mastery and social comparison goals
in combination.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

The purpose of this research was to investigate the relationship between achievement goal
orientations and conceptions of sport ability in children and youth using a social cogni-
tive approach (Fiske & Taylor, 1991).

The first study used methods described by Dweck & Leggett (1988). However, the
results showed that sport ability, operationally defined simply as a bipolar scale of incre-
mental/fixed beliefs, was not strongly related to goals, although differences between chil-
dren choosing one goal over another were observed. The results, while partly supportive
of those reported by Dweck & Leggett (1988) in classroom environments, were not as
strong as Dweck & Leggett’'s. However, when correlation analysis was used for both task
and ego goals, relationships were very weak or nonexistent.
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When a more differentiated view of sport ability was adopted, based on scientific and
lay analyses in motor learning and performance, the results were much stronger. First, the
boys and girls in the second study appeared on the whole to be mastery oriented, an-d
a majority opted for incremental, specific and learning-induced conceptions gf athletic
ability. These strong representations of the nature of athletic ability, domlqated by
belief in ‘the power of learning’ (Durand & Cailton, 1991), strike us as being linked to
prevalent scholastic values. Indeed schools and teachers often emphasize the role of effort
(Covington & Omelich, 1979) and learning in building competence. .

Study 2, therefore, has shown important links between different individual g.ogl orien-
tations and conceptions of the nature of athletic ability. Results revealed a positive rela-
tionship between the social comparison goal and the view that athletic gb}hty is the
product of being a natural gift, and is general. The relationship was also positive between
the mastery goal and conceptions of ability being incremental an_d det‘ermlped by learn-
ing. Furthermore, a mastery orientation showed a negative relationship with the stable
conception. These data provide support for our hypotheses. o

Analysis of representations of ability in terms of contrasting motivational .goal profiles
showed similar patterns. Indeed, Fig. 1 shows the incremental, learning-induced and
specific conceptions to be homogeneously distributed between 'the four groups.
Independent of the social comparison goal, the two strongly mastery onen‘tedb groups were
set apart from the two with weak mastery orientation by their greacer belief in incremen-
tal and learning-induced athletic ability. This pattern could also be traced, albeit rather
less convincingly, as far as the specific conception was concerned. A second pattern
involved the low social comparison/high mastery goal group who showed a stronger rejec-
tion of the gift-induced conception than others. In other words, the mastery goal seems to
tie in with the incremental and learning-induced conceptions, whatever the orientation to
social comparison may be, thus confirming the results of the canonical analysis. On t.he
other hand, the social comparison group apparently has a greater belief in the determ%n—
ing effect of the ‘natural gift’ approach to athletic ability, especially when compargd with
the low social comparison/high mastery group. It should be noted, however, that this same
belief is also shared by the two groups that are weakly oriented to both goals. N

Finally, the high mastery/high social comparison group is characterized by ‘joint con-
ceptions’ of ability. This profile, typical of the athletic élite (Famose, Cury & Sarraz.m,

1992), views ability as incremental and determined by both learning and as a natural gift,
and this is the representation closest to the scientific analysis of Ackerman (1990) and
Fleishman (1964). It would be interesting, therefore, for future studies to examine the
conceptions of ability in terms of participants’ expertise or sport involvement. The
present studies did not have data to test this. B

The links between goal orientation and conceptions of athletic ability can part'ly be
explained in terms of the cognitive processes underlying the goals. Ir}deed, pursuing a
mastery or learning goal amounts to admitting that atctempted success is unde.r one’s per-
sonal control (Duda & Nicholls, 1992; Duda et /., 1992; Nicholls, 1989). It is therefore
not surprising that such a representation of success should link with a conception of al?il—
ity as incremental and essentially work and learning induced. On the other hand, seeking
to demonstrate one’s superiority over others involves evaluation of one’s performance
based on external normative criteria (Nicholls, 1984, 1989). Should it become a matter
of unceasing concern, with strong emotional repercussions (Jagacinski & Nicholls, 1984),
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this could easily foster a stable, gift-determined conception of ability. Wanting to demon-
strate competence by using the most differentiated conception of ability means down-
grading the role of work and effort. Indeed, for equal performance, ability is judged all
the higher when effort is low (Nicholls, 1984, 1989). This goal, therefore, is less com-
patible with incremental, learning and efforc determined representations of ability.
Moreover, the social comparison goal has been associated with the belief that athletic suc-
cess demands high aptitude and the use of illicit or deceptive techniques (Duda &
Nicholls, 1992; Duda e /., 1992). It seems to us that these criteria that are either excer-
nal (i.e. use of deceptive techniques, possessing special sports equipment etc.), or are
internal but not directly controllable (i.e. aptitudes), correspond to the dominant con-
ceptions of athletic ability that characterize social comparison oriented participants in
Study 2, that is, a stronger emphasis on the stable, general, gift-induced conception of
ability as something one has, or does not have, in oneself.

Conversely, it is also possible, as Dweck does (Dweck & Bempechat, 1983; Dweck &
Elliott, 1983; Dweck & Leggett, 1988), to conceive of a direction of influence from con-
ceptions of ability to goal orientations. The ‘optimistic’ representation of incremental
ability, specific to a certain field and linked to learning, is a greater incentive to the pur-
suit of a mastery goal than the belief that ability is stable, general and gift induced. On
the other hand, the latter representation of ability is more compatible with a social com-
parison goal. Seeing ability as a stable entity, general, and linked to built-in aptitude,
means subordinating perception of competence to a process of social comparison. Then,
indeed, the pursuit of a learning goal becomes pointless, since work is perceived as in-
effectual in improving ability.

The relationships between ability conceptions and goals may not be immutable.
Representation of ability can readily be seen as developmental over time according to the
subject’s experience. For example, a child may, despite strenuous effort, see that improve-
ment in ability remains slight, and could then adopt a stable, gift-induced conception of
ability. It can also vary depending on the very nature of the athletic activity. Ability in
some individual sports, it could be argued, is more easily conceived as basic and limited
by genetic aptitude than in some team sports where numerous abilities have to be coor-
dinated and where strategy plays a key role (Sarrazin, Cury & Famose, 1993).

This evolutionary representation of ability is also consistent with variations in the
choice of achievement goal. More precisely, it is not unreasonable to think that, in
achievement situations such as sport or school, those individuals who perceive substantial
progress in their ability level will have a preference for a mastery goal. On the concrary,
as soon as progtess slows or stops altogether, children concerned with demonstrating com-
petence are faced with an alternative. Either they decide to avoid work, since it no longer
allows them to experience feelings of (self-referenced) competence or, if perceived ability
is high enough, they decide to give preference to a social comparison goal which may
allow them to demonstrate (normative) competence and thereby to experience further
gratification. On the contrary, a stable, gift-induced representation, associated with a low
perceived ability, could tie in with weakening achievement motivation, resulting in a
weak orientation to both mastery and social comparison goals. In the research reported
here, we have found a belief in stable and innate ability in the low social comparison/low

mastery group. By measuring perceived ability, other studies might or might not confirm
the above.
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Beyond the links that unite goals and conceptions of ability,.the rpotivational reper-
cussions of such beliefs are fundamental. Believing that being gifted is necessary to suc-
ceed (as children do who have a strong social comparison _goal) may have ade:rse
consequences for involvement and perseverance. When the §ub]_ect perceives no particu-
lar natural aptitude for an activity, there is the risk of motivational deﬁats anFI lack (?f
involvement, similar to a form of learned helplessness. This is also consistent thh atcri-
butional theories in relating stable attributions for negative events to low expectations of
success (Weiner, 1986). In an earlier study, we showed that an activity was less attracFlve
when its success was linked to a gift-induced ability conception rather than to learning,
and all the more so when perceived ability in the activity was low (Sarrazin, Cur.y &
Famose, 1993). Thinking that talent is the major cause of ac}lieven?eqt can lead sub]‘e~cts
who question their own competence to give up (Nicholls, 1989). Similarly, when ability
is perceived as relatively stable or not open to much improvement, Fhe consequences are
also detrimental to initial and/or continued involvement (Sarrazin, Cury & Famose,
1 ' .

9’9[%)6 motivational consequences of the concepts under discussion could alsq be consid-
ered in two further directions. First, there is evidence that situational or social cues can
create mastery or performance ‘climates’ in sport groups (see Biddle, Cury, Gouflas,
Sarrazin, Famose & Durand, 1995), thus suggesting that teachers and anches are in a
position to influence the dominant achievement ethos. SeCQnd, the creation of motiva-
tionally adaptive beliefs and goals may stem from parental m_ﬂuence.‘ Although we have
suggested with the data presented that certain goals and beliefs are interrelated, we are
not in a position to ascertain how such beliefs have been developed. The role of parental
influence, and other socialization factors, is a priority for further study. - .

The importance of goal orientations is rarely questioned in present §tudles stemming
from achievement motivation research using a social cognitive perspective. In the present
studies we have defined relations between goals and more fundamental representations of
the nature of athletic or sport ability. However, further research seems to be in 'order, such
as the need to study the meaning of the causal links between ggals and ability concep-
tions, the influence of expertise or perceived ability, and the evolution of t.hes‘e conceptions
in relation to experience or to pasticular sport activities. Such research is likely to allqw
for a better understanding of the processes and mediating variables that determine chil-
dren’s motivation for spost.
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