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Abstract 

According to the recent research, the educational system fulfills both an educational function 

(i.e., teaching and training students) and a selection function (i.e., determining students’ future position 

in the social hierarchy), particularly in higher education. It has been argued that in the university 

system the selection function provides a social utility value to performance-approach goals (i.e., the 

goal to demonstrate one’s own competences relative to others), which in turn increases the extent to 

which students endorse these goals. Two experiments investigated the influence of the salience of the 

selection function on performance-approach goals’ social value and endorsement. The results showed 

that the salience of the selection function increased both performance-approach goal endorsement 

(experiment 1 and 2) and performance-approach goals’ social utility (experiment 2). These goals’ 

social utility contributes to explain the effect of the salience of the selection function on performance-

approach goal endorsement. Limitations of the present experiments and practical implications are 

discussed. 

 Keywords. Motivation, Achievement goals, Selection, Higher education, Social value 

1 Introduction 

Many scholars have pointed out that the University system is a highly competitive educational 

environment and that succeeding in such system often implies one’s superior performance as 

compared with others (Alon 2009; Harackiewicz et al. 1998). Among different achievement goals 

defined in the literature (Elliot 2005), the goals that focus on the desire to outperform others have been 

labelled “performance-approach goals” and have been differentiated from mastery-approach goals 

(i.e., focused on self-improvement or task mastery) and performance-avoidance goals (i.e., desire not 

to be outperformed by others)12. Research has demonstrated that endorsing this kind of goals is not 

neutral because performance-approach goals are linked to both positive and negative outcomes (for a 

review, see Moller and Elliot 2006). Probably because of such mixed findings, a debate among 

researchers has long focused on whether performance-approach goals should or should not be 

promoted in classrooms (Brophy 2005; Harackiewicz et al. 2002; Kaplan and Middleton 2002; Senko 

et al 2011).  

 
1 This research was supported by the French Agence Nationale de la Recherche (ANR 11 INEG 002 02), the Swiss 
National Science Foundation (SINERGIA), and the Région Auvergne. The present paper is the postprint version. 
2 Recent conceptualization of achievement goals (Elliot and McGregor 2001; see also Elliot et al. 2011) also 
includes mastery-avoidance goals. Nevertheless, as Elliot (2005) noted, these goals are presumed to be less 
prevalent compared to others, specifically in achievement contexts typically studied in the achievement goal 
literature. Moreover, they were not directly relevant to the question addressed in the present research. Therefore, 
these goals were not included in the present research. 
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Notwithstanding these theoretical debates, it appears that some empirical research has 

documented that even if the prevalence and strength of self-reported performance-approach goals is 

lower relative to other achievement goals (partly due to self-presentation concerns, see notably 

section 1.3), some students indeed pursue performance-approach goals, particularly in high-

performing schools (Pope 2001). This state of affairs may appear to be surprising to the extent that 

performance-approach goals are perceived by most teachers and researchers as ‘unfortunate and 

cynical approaches to academic life’ (Nicholls 1989, p.102) and thus are not officially promoted in 

classrooms. However, such paradox could be explained by the ambivalent role of the University 

system in modern Western societies. Indeed, as we will argue, the University system conveys quite an 

ambivalent image, presenting itself with an educational function while performing a selection function 

(Dornbusch et al. 1996). In the present research, we test the hypothesis that the selection function of 

University is responsible for students’ endorsement of performance-approach goals at the University 

because it strengthens their perception of these goals as a useful means to reach success in this 

educational context.  

1.1 Antecedents of performance-approach goal endorsement 

What motivates students to endorse performance-approach goals? Researchers in the field of 

achievement goals agree that both individual and contextual reasons may be responsible. Regarding 

individual characteristics, research has found that perceived competence, competitiveness, or an 

entity lay-theory of intelligence are predictors of performance-approach goal endorsement (Cury et al. 

2006; Murayama and Elliot 2012). Looking at contextual incentives, some authors argued that the 

school climate could contribute to students’ motivation (Berger and Archer 2016; Maehr and Midgley 

1991; Skaalvik and Skaalvik 2013, for a review see Wang and Degol 2015). Notably, several authors 

noted that classroom goal structures are important predictors of achievement goal endorsement 

(Ames 1992; Meece et al. 2006; Skaalvik and Federici 2016; Urdan and Schoenfelder 2006). More 

specifically, instructional practices that emphasize the correctness of the answer rather than the 

process of learning (Urdan and Schoenfelder 2006), teacher-controlled strategies (Nichols et al. 

2003), norm-based assessment (Pekrun et al. 2014), and competition (Murayama and Elliot 2012) are 

examples of contextual factors that enhance students’ performance-approach goals.  

Despite the specificity of these contextual factors, some authors have noted that performance-

approach goals can arise even in mastery-oriented classrooms that do not focus on competition and 

social comparison (Blumenfeld 1992). In the same vein, Van Yperen and Leander (2014) notably 

found that even if students pursued mastery goals they relied more on social comparison information 

(typical of performance-approach goals) rather than temporal comparison information (typical of 

mastery goals) in order to estimate their competence level. According to these authors, such 

surprising results can be explained by the fact that the educational system is highly selective, which 

encourages students to monitor other students’ performances (Alon 2009; Harackiewicz et al. 1998). 

In sum, a consistent body of literature has indicated that students endorse performance-approach 

goals in the presence of competitive, controlling, and selective environments, such as the University 

system. Indeed, as we will argue, the University system not only is an institution responsible for 
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knowledge transmission, but it also participates in the process of social mobility within modern 

Western societies. 

1.2 The functions of university and performance-approach goal endorsement 

According to the functional perspective in sociology of education (Dornbusch et al. 1996), 

University fulfils two fundamental functions in most Western countries (Darnon et al. 2009; 2012; 

Dornbusch et al. 1996; Jury et al. 2015; Smeding et al. 2013). First, the educational function, which is 

the most obvious and the official purpose of any educational system, corresponds to the goal of 

teaching and increasing students’ skills and knowledge. Second, the selection function, which is less 

explicit although easily observable, corresponds to the goal of rewarding students with different 

degrees and diplomas based on their academic performance. Even if these two functions are both at 

the core of the University system, the selection function plays a special role in the functioning of 

Western societies. Indeed, in industrialized, liberal societies, where important social inequalities exist 

and in which, paradoxically, equality is such an important value, the educational system has 

traditionally played the role of “sorting” people based on merit, namely, assigning pupils to “the place 

where they belong” (Bourdieu et al. 1990; Darnon et al. 2012). In other words, the educational system 

has the function to identify, through the process of schooling, the best students, that is, those who 

“deserve” higher degrees (and future higher social status), as well as low achieving students, that is, 

those who “deserve” lower degrees (and future lower status).  

From the perspective of students, this double function implies that if they want to succeed in 

the system, not only do they have to learn (the official educational function), but they also need to be 

identified as “good” students relative to others. Thus, the awareness of the selection function of 

University signals to students that performance-approach goals may be useful within the system and 

therefore represent an important incentive for them to endorse these goals. Consistent with these 

ideas, research on achievement goal promotion at the University found that students who highly 

endorse performance-approach goals were judged positively in terms of probability of success within 

such a system (Darnon et al. 2009).  

1.3 The social value of performance-approach goals 

In order to study achievement goal promotion at the University Darnon et al. (2009) developed 

a social value approach to achievement goal endorsement. More precisely, this research examined 

the extent to which different types of achievement goals are socially valued on the two dimensions of 

social value: social desirability and social utility (Dubois and Beauvois 2005). Indeed, according to 

these authors, social value comprises two distinct facets. On the one hand, social desirability refers to 

the degree of likeableness of a person in his/her relationships with others in a given social 

environment. On the other hand, social utility refers to one’s estimated chances of success within this 

environment, namely, whether his or her characteristics match the requirements of a given system. 

Using this theoretical framework, Darnon et al. (2009) investigated the consequences of 

achievement goal endorsement on these two facets of social judgment. Their three studies showed 

that students were particularly ambivalent to performance-approach goals in the University system, 

since they were associated with low social desirability but high social utility. In other words, 

participants endorsed performance-approach goals to a higher extent when they were required to 
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demonstrate social utility as opposed to social desirability. Moreover, target students who strongly, as 

opposed to weakly, endorsed performance-approach goals were judged as less likeable but as having 

stronger chances to succeed within the system in the eyes of their university teachers (see also 

Dompnier et al. 2008). Congruently, in the university context, Dompnier et al. (2013) have 

demonstrated that the more students endorse performance-approach goals for social utility reasons 

the more these goals predicted academic performances.  

In line with the analysis presented above, Darnon et al. (2009) suggested that the high level of 

performance-approach goal endorsement under social utility would be the consequence of the fit 

between these achievement goals and the selection function of the University system. Indeed, 

endorsing such goals in a system in which being better compared to others is part of how success is 

defined would be particularly relevant. In other words, reminding students of the selection process that 

occur at university should motivate them to endorse performance-approach goals, in order to try to 

make it through this selection process. However, to the best of our knowledge, no direct empirical 

evidence has so far supported this claim. Such evidence would be necessary to build a model 

connecting the selective function of University to increased endorsement of performance-approach 

goals, through the recognition that these goals should be endorsed as a means to succeed (i.e., social 

utility) within this system.  

1.4 Overview and hypotheses 

Based on the above review, we hypothesize that when the selection function fulfilled by the 

University system is made salient, as opposed to when it is not, or to when the educational function is 

made salient, performance-approach goal endorsement should increase (Hypothesis 1). In the first 

experiment, the mere activation of selection was tested as a factor that increases performance-

approach goal endorsement. The second experiment further tested whether the activation of the 

selection function of University, as opposed to its educational function, increases performance-

approach goal endorsement through increased attribution of social utility to performance-approach 

goals (Hypothesis 2).  

2 Experiment 1 

2.1 Method 

2.1.1 Participants.  

Sixty-six students enrolled in the first year of a Master’s program in Psychology at a French 

University voluntarily participated in this experiment (60 women, 6 men, Mage = 22.69, SD = 2.05).  

2.1.2 Procedure.  

Students participated to this experiment at the beginning of the academic year, during a 

course. The experiment was presented as a large survey on students’ motivation at University, more 

precisely, as a survey of first year Master’s students’ motivation. Depending on the experimental 

condition, participants then read different instructions. In the neutral condition, participants (n = 22) 

read the following instructions: 
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You have just begun your first year in your Master’s program. This year is divided into two 

semesters. For each semester, the contents will be taught through lectures, workshops, or self-

training. Each semester consists of several classes to pass. These units can consist of several 

topics. 
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Participants in the selection condition (n = 23) read:  

You have just begun your first year in your Master’s program. Next year, most of you will apply to 

enter into the second year of the Master’s program. As you probably know, there are only a few 

places. According to the statistics of previous years, only the best among you (about 20 %) will 

be admitted in second year.  

 Indeed, in French Psychology curricula, at the end of the first year in the Master’s program, 

students are heavily selected. First-year Master’s students are therefore close to experiencing an 

important and decisive selection process. In order to ensure that merely mentioning the second year 

of the Master’s program (M2) was not in itself sufficient to activate the salience of selection, a third 

condition was added, which mentioned the second year of the Master’s program without reference to 

the selection process. For participants in this “only Master’s 2” condition (n =21), the instruction was 

as follow:  

You have just begun your first year in your Master’s program. This year is divided into two 

semesters. For each semester, the contents will be taught through lectures, workshops, or self-

training. Each semester consists of several classes to validate. Passing the first year of the 

Master’s program is a requirement for applying to the second year.  

 Then participants were asked to report their achievement goals.  

2.1.3 Measures.  

Participants completed three performance-approach goal items extracted from Elliot and 

McGregor’s (2001) Achievement Goal Questionnaire (validated in French by Darnon and Butera 

2005). Instructions for the questionnaire stated: “The following questions refer to your studies in 

general. Please indicate the extent to which each statement is true for you in your studies in general.” 

Participants indicated their degree of agreement on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 “Not at all true for 

me” to 7 “Very true for me” (e.g., “It’s important for me to do better than others”;  = .91, M = 4.31, SD 

= 1.58). To determine whether the hypothesized effects were specific to performance-approach goals 

or also applicable to other achievement goals, three mastery-approach goal items (e.g., “I want to 

learn as much as possible from my classes”;  = .88, M = 5.87, SD = 1.01) and the three 

performance-avoidance goal items (e.g., “I just want to avoid doing poorly in my classes”;  = .72, M = 

4.23, SD = 1.38) were also included in the experiment. Intercorrelations are presented on Table 1. 
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Table 1 

Zero-order correlations among variables (Experiment 1) 

Variables 1 2 3 

1. Performance-approach goals __   

2. Performance-avoidance goals  .24t __  

3. Mastery-approach goals .27* .28*  

4. Experimental condition -.34** -.05 -.08 

Note. Experimental condition was scored -1 for the selection condition, 0 for the “only M2” condition, 

and +1 for the neutral condition.  

t p < .10, ∗ p < .05; ∗∗ p < .01. 

2.2 Results 

Participants were expected to adopt more performance-approach goals when the selection 

process was made salient than in the two other conditions. Thus, the regression model tested two 

contrasts: The first contrast compared the selection condition (coded 2) with the neutral and the “only 

M2” conditions (coded -1 each). The second contrast compared the neutral condition to the “only M2” 

condition (coded 1 and -1 respectively, with the selection condition coded 0).  

2.2.1 Performance-approach goals.  

The analyses revealed an effect of the first contrast, B = 0.45, SE = 0.13, t(63) = 3.58, p < 

.001, p
2 = .16, 95% CIs [.20, .70], whereas the second contrast was not significant, B = -0.09, SE = 

0.22, t(63) = -0.40, p = .69, p
2 = .00, 95% CIs [-.53, .36]. As illustrated in Figure 1, participants in the 

selection condition (M = 5.19, SD = 1.05) reported a higher level of performance-approach goals than 

did participants in the neutral condition (M = 3.92, SD = 1.56) and participants in the “only M2” 

condition (M = 3.75, SD = 1.72). 

2.2.2 Other achievement goals.  

The same regression model was then tested with mastery-approach and performance-

avoidance goals. The results revealed that the contrast of interest was not significant for mastery-

approach goal endorsement, B = 0.03, SE = 0.09, t(63) = 0.30, p = .76, p
2 = .00, 95% CIs [-.15, .20] – 

neither was the orthogonal contrast, B = 0.12, SE = 0.16, t(63) = 0.78, p = .44, p
2 = .00, 95% CIs [-

.19, .43] -, or for performance-avoidance goals, B = 0.12, SE = .12, t(63) = 1.00, p = .32, p
2 = .01, 

95% CIs [-.12, .36] – neither was the orthogonal contrast, B = -0.21, SE = 0.21, t(63) = -1.00, p = .32, 

p
2 = .01, 95% CIs [-.63, .21] -. Means are presented in Table 2. 
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Table 2 

Achievement Goal endorsement (Standard Deviations in brackets), Experiment 1 

  
Performance-approach 

goals 

Mastery-approach 

goals 

Performance-avoidance 

goals 

Experimental 

condition 
n M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 

Selection 23 
5.19 (1.05) 

5.93 (1.09) 4.46 (1.18) 

”Only M2” 21 
3.75 (1.72) 

5.96 (.79) 3.90 (1.31) 

Neutral 22 3.92 (1.56) 5.73 (1.13) 4.32 (1.63) 

 

Fig. 1. Mean performance-approach goal endorsement as a function of selection saliency. Errors bars 

represent standard errors (Experiment 1). 

 

2.3 Discussion 

The purpose of the first experiment was to examine whether the mere reference to the 

selection function, that is, of the Master’s program, would be sufficient to increase students’ level of 

performance-approach goal endorsement. The present results support this hypothesis. Indeed, 

participants who were reminded, as opposed to not reminded (both with and without reference to the 

second year of the Master’s program), of the selection process they were going to experience 

increased their level of performance-approach goal endorsement. The experimental manipulations did 

not affect other achievement goals (mastery goals and performance-avoidance goals).  

Although this result supports Hypothesis 1, it remains unclear at this point what mechanism is 

responsible for the effect. Our Hypothesis 2 suggests a potential mechanism and proposes that the 

salience of the selection function makes clear that performance-approach goals are socially useful 

(Darnon et al. 2009), suggesting that students endorse these goals for the “right reasons” (Dompnier 

et al. 2009; 2013), namely, because they believe in their utility. If this were the case, performance-

approach goals’ social utility should mediate the effect of the selection function on performance-
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approach goal endorsement. Interestingly, an alternative hypothesis could be that the selection 

manipulation could also have affected performance-approach goals’ social desirability. Indeed in a 

context in which performance-approach goals are socially undesirable and in which students are 

aware of the fact that their teachers discourage students to endorse such goals in their class (Darnon 

et al. 2009; Dompnier et al. 2008), reminding them that selection is going to occur may in some way 

reduce this undesirability and may have rendered participants more honest in their report of 

performance-approach goals. In other words, students can reason that if it is socially accepted to talk 

about selection, it might also be socially accepted to approve one’s endorsement of performance-

approach goals. If such an explanation holds true, social desirability of performance-approach goals 

may (also) mediate the effect of selection on performance-approach goals. In the present experiment, 

these two explanations will be tested.  

3. Experiment 2 

Experiment 2 tested whether the manipulation of the selection, as opposed to the educational 

function or a control condition with no mention of University’s function, increases performance-

approach goal endorsement as well as the perceived social utility of performance-approach goals. The 

perceived social utility of performance-approach goals is then expected to mediate the effect of the 

salience of the selection function on performance-approach goal endorsement.  

3.1. Method 

3.1.1 Participants.  

One hundred and thirteen students enrolled in a Psychology Bachelor program at a French 

University participated in this experiment in exchange for extra course credit. Five participants were 

excluded from the sample because they did not answer correctly the experimental manipulation check. 

The final sample included 108 participants (100 women, 8 men) with a mean age of 20.68 years (SD = 

4.05). 

3.1.2 Procedure.  

Participants were welcomed in the laboratory by the experimenter who was blind to the 

experimental condition. They were seated in front of a computer before receiving some general 

instructions. The experimental manipulation was introduced at the beginning of the computer program 

via an introductory text about University’s functions.  

Participants in the educational (n = 40) (vs. selection, n = 33) function conditions read the 

following introductions: 

The first part of our research is qualitative and exploratory. We are interested in Bachelor 

students’ achievement. You probably know that one of the University’s functions is to transmit 

knowledge to students and help them develop skills (vs. identify, among all students, those who 

will succeed). Thus, in Psychology, for example, the program is conceived in order to help 

students develop a good understanding of the learning content (vs. identify the best students, 

about 20%). We would like to know your opinion as a student concerning this purpose. In your 

opinion, which type of learning (selection) method should be promoted at the University in order 

to help students develop their skills (really identify the best students)? 
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Participants in the control condition (n = 35) read the following text: 

The first part of our research is qualitative and exploratory. We are interested in Bachelor 

students’ achievement. You probably know that one of the University’s functions is to offer the 

best working conditions to every student. To this effect, in the past two years, our University has 

been developing a global renovation plan. Last year, the new center for language and multimedia 

opened. Moreover, the car park was renovated in order to increase green places and offer a better 

environment. We would like to know you opinion as a student concerning this purpose. In your 

opinion, which areas would need to be renovated next to offer better workings conditions to 

students? 

The final question in each condition aimed to reinforce the instructions, and required 

participants to write a short text. This question also served to identify those who did not understand 

the instructions (cf. participants’ section)23. After completing this first task, participants had to complete 

the performance-approach goal and the social value questionnaires. Participants were then fully 

debriefed. In particular, they were informed that the selection rate presented in the selection condition 

did not represent the reality. 

3.1.3 Measures.  

Achievement goals. Participants completed the Elliot and McGregor’s (2001) questionnaire, 

the same as in the first experiment. Reliability analyses and intercorrelations are presented in Table 3. 

Achievement goals’ social utility and social desirability. In order to assess achievement 

goals’ social utility and social desirability, participants were asked to complete again the scale but with 

two different self-presentation instructions (see Dompnier et al. 2009; 2013). The social utility 

instruction was as follows:  

Imagine that your teachers ask the same questions and that you should convince them that you 

are a smart student. Try to endorse this role and answer these questions again. In other words, 

we would like you to try to show you are a student who possesses all the qualities to succeed at 

university, in the eyes of others and notably your teachers. 

The social desirability instruction was as follows: 

Imagine that your teachers ask the same questions and that you should convince them that you 

are a pleasant student. Try to endorse this role and answer these questions again. In other words, 

we would like you to try to show you are a student who possesses all the qualities to be 

appreciated by others and notably by your teachers. 

Participants always answered the standard instructions first in order to obtain an uncontaminated were 

counterbalanced across participants.  

 
3 Participants reported various types of answers (e.g., “Continuous assessment seems to be the best solution 
because it requires daily work”; “internships should be favored to help students developing their skills”). Two 
independent judges with the instruction of identifying if participants properly answer the manipulation check question 
rated each answer. Those not related to the question were considered as unsatisfactory. Agreement between the 
two judges is moderate (k = .56). Judges both agreed that 5 participants did not answer the question properly. 
These participants were removed from the final sample. 
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Table 3 

Zero-order correlations among variables (Experiment 2) 

Variables  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1. Performance-approach goals .82 __         

2. Performance-approach social utility  .92 .35** __        

3. Performance-approach social desirability .91 .42** .43** __       

4. Mastery-approach goals .85 .29** .31** .15 __      

5. Mastery-approach social utility .95 .03 .56** .13 .31** __     

6. Mastery-approach social desirability .93 .06 .40** .33** .39** .56** __    

7. Performance-avoidance goals .80 .45** .13 .21* .20* -.03 .01 __   

8. Performance-avoidance social utility .83 .02 .27** -.06 .04 .20* .01 .21* __  

9. Performance-avoidance social desirability .71 .24* .29** .23* .31** .15 .31** .38** .54** __ 

10. Experimental condition __ .25* .13 .03 .04 .02 .07 .18t .03 .18t 

Note. Experimental condition was scored -1 for the control condition, 0 for the educational function condition, and +1 for the selection function condition.  

t p < .10, ∗ p < .05; ∗∗ p < .01.
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3.2 Results 

As in Experiment 1, the regression model integrated two contrasts. Participants in the 

selection condition were expected to report a higher level of performance-approach goals compared to 

participants in other two conditions. Thus, the first contrast compared the selection function condition 

(coded 2) with the educational function and the control conditions (coded -1 each). The second 

contrast compared the educational condition (1) to the control condition (-1, with the selection 

condition coded 0). 

3.2.1 Performance-approach goals. 

The analyses revealed a significant effect of the first contrast, B = 0.24, SE = 0.09, t(105) = 

2.69, p = .008, p
2 = .06, 95% CIs [.06, .41], whereas the second was not significant (B = 0.09, SE = 

0.15, t(105) = 0.62, p = .54, p
2 = .00, 95% CIs [-0.20, 0.38]). As shown on Figure 2, participants in the 

selection function condition (M = 3.61, SD = 1.30) were more likely to endorse performance-approach 

goals than participants in the educational function condition (M = 2.98, SD = 1.15) and the control 

condition (M = 2.80, SD = 1.37).  

Fig. 2. Mean performance-approach goal endorsement as a function of selection saliency. Errors bars 

represent standard errors (Experiment 2). 

 

3.2.2 Performance-approach goals’ social utility.  

The same regression analysis was repeated on performance-approach goals’ social utility. A 

significant effect of the first contrast, B = 0.23, SE = 0.11, t(105) = 2.07, p = .041, p
2 = .03, 95% CIs 

[.01, .44], indicated that participants in the selection function condition (M = 5.74, SD = 1.24) reported 

a higher social utility of performance-approach goals compared to participants in the educational 

function condition (M = 4.90, SD = 1.73) and the control condition (M = 5.21, SD = 1.67). The second 

contrast was not significant (B = -0.15, SE = 0.18, t(105) = -0.85, p = .40, p
2 = .00, 95% CIs [-0.52, 

0.21]). 

3.2.3 Performance-approach goals’ social desirability. 

The same regression analysis was then conducted on performance-approach goals’ social 

desirability. Neither the first contrast, B = 0.06, SE = 0.11, t(105) = 0.56, p = .58, p
2 = .00, 95% CIs [-
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0.15, 0.27], nor the second contrast (B = -0.05, SE = 0.18, t(105) = -0.29, p = .77, p
2 = .00, 95% CIs [-

0.41, 0.30]) were significant.  

3.2.4 Mediation analysis.  

Since the effect of the contrast on social desirability of performance-approach goals was not 

obtained, social desirability could not be tested as a potential mediator. Thus, the meditational 

analysis only tested social utility as a mediator of the effect of the contrast on performance-approach 

goal endorsement. As illustrated on Figure 3, this analysis showed a significant reduction in the total 

effect of our contrast on performance-approach goal endorsement. If the direct effect remained 

significant, B = 0.18, SE = 0.09, t(104) = 2.09, p = .039, p
2 = .04, 95% CIs [.01, .35], the indirect effect 

through performance-approach goals’ social utility is also significant. Indeed, across 10,000 trials, the 

bootstrap estimated indirect effect was 0.05, 95% CIs [.01, .13], an effect that can be considered as 

small, abcs= .06, 95% CIs [.01, .13] (Preacher and Hayes 2008)34.  

Fig. 3. Mediation of the contrast of interest (selection condition vs. educational and control condition) 

on performance-approach goal adoption by performance-approach goals social utility (Experiment 2). * 

p < .05,** p < .01, *** p < .001 

 

  

 
4 3It should be noted that a fourth condition (n = 35) was initially included in this experiment. This condition 
promoted a mixed discourse about the selection and the educational functions. As this condition was ambiguous, 
for clarity reasons, it was not presented here. Nevertheless, it should be noted that testing a contrast between the 
selection condition (coded 3) and the three others conditions (coded -1 each) produced the same results: The 
selection condition elicited higher performance-approach goal endorsement compared to the three other 

conditions, B = 0.18, SE = 0.06, t(139) = 2.98, p = .003, p
2 = .06, 95% CIs [.06, .30], as well as higher social 

utility associated to these goals, B = 0.15, SE = 0.08, t(139) = 2.00, p = .047, p
2 = .02, 95% CIs [.00, .30], and did 

not reduce the social undesirability associated with these goals, B = 0.05, SE = 0.08, t(139) = 0.65, p = .52, p
2 = 

.00, 95% CIs [-.10, .20]. Entering social utility in the regression model with the contrast produced a significant 
reduction in the coefficient of the contrast effect, which remained significant, B = 0.14, SE = 0.06, t(138) = 2.45, p 

= .015, p
2 = .04, 95% CIs [.03, .26]. This indirect effect was 0.03, 95% CIs [.00, .08], a small effect, abcs = 04, 

95% CIs [.00, .10]. No results were significant for mastery approach-goals and performance-avoidance goals. Full 
results are available on request. 
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3.2.5 Other achievement goals 

The same regression models were tested on mastery-approach and performance-avoidance 

goals. For mastery-approach goals, the contrast of interest was neither significant for their adoption, B 

= 0.10, SE = 0.13, t(105) = 0.76, p = .46, p
2 = .00 95% CIs [-0.16, 0.35], nor their social utility, B = 

0.01, SE = 0.11, t(105) = 0.11, p = .91, p
2 = .00, 95% CIs [-0.21, 0.23], nor their social desirability, B 

= 0.07, SE = 0.14, t(105) = 0.48, p = .63, p
2 = .00, 95% CIs [-0.21, 0.34]. The orthogonal contrast did 

not reach significance either (adoption: B = -0.06, SE = 0.14, t(105) = -0.40, p = .69, p
2 = .00, 95% 

CIs [-0.34, 0.23]; social utility, B = 0.02, SE = 0.12, t(105) = 0.18, p = .86, p
2 = .00, 95% CIs [-0.22, 

0.26]; social desirability; B = 0.09, SE = 0.15, t(105) = 0.59, p = .56, p
2 = .00, 95% CIs [-0.21, 0.39]). 

As far as performance-avoidance goals are concerned, the contrast of interest was neither significant 

for their adoption, B = 0.18, SE = 0.13, t(105) = 1.37, p = .17, p
2 = .01, 95% CIs [-0.08, 0.44], nor their 

social utility, B = 0.13, SE = 0.19, t(105) = 0.65, p = .52, p
2 = .00, 95% CIs [-0.25, 0.50], nor their social 

desirability, B = 0.25, SE = 0.15, t(105) = 1.69, p = .094, p
2 = .02, 95% CIs [-0.04, 0.55]. The orthogonal 

contrast did not reach significance either (adoption: B = 0.22, SE = 0.15, t(105) = 1.53, p = .13, p
2 = 

.02, 95% CIs [-0.07, 0.51]; social utility, B = -0.10, SE = 0.21, t(105) = -0.47, p = .64, p
2 = .00, 95% CIs 

[-0.52, 0.32]; social desirability; B = 0.14, SE = 0.17, t(105) = 0.83, p = .41, p
2 = .00, 95% CIs [-0.19, 

0.47]). Means are presented in Table 4. 
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Table 4 

Achievement Goal Endorsement, Social Utility and Social Desirability (Standard Deviations in brackets), Experiment 2  

  Mean adoption Social utility Social desirability 

Experimental condition n M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 

  PAP MAP PAV PAP MAP PAV PAP MAP PAV 

Control 35 
2.80 (1.37) 4.44 (1.49) 2.83 (1.30) 

5.21 (1.67) 6.25 (1.16) 4.31 (1.76) 3.63 (1.62) 5.50 (1.51) 3.61 (1.42) 

Educational 40 
2.98 (1.15) 4.33 (1.05) 3.28 (1.31) 

4.90 (1.73) 6.29 (1.06) 4.12 (1.90) 3.53 (1.55) 5.68 (1.23) 3.88 (1.47) 

Selection 33 3.61 (1.30) 4.58 (1.11) 3.41 (1.17) 5.74 (1.24) 6.29 (0.91) 4.46 (1.80) 3.76 (1.48) 5.72 (1.19) 4.25 (1.40) 

 

Note. PAP: Performance-approach goals; MAP: Mastery-approach goals; PAV: Performance-avoidance goals 
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3.3 Discussion  

First, this experiment replicated the effect of the salience of the selection function on 

performance-approach goal endorsement (first contrast). In addition, activating the educational 

function of the system did not change performance-approach goal endorsement level (second 

contrast). Thus, in line with Hypothesis 1, and consistent with Experiment 1, when the selection 

function of the educational system was made salient, students’ endorsement of performance-approach 

goals increased. Moreover, in line with Hypothesis 2, the results of the present experiment indicated 

that social utility of performance-approach goals has an indirect effect on performance-approach goal 

endorsement, whereas social desirability has not. Thus, the interpretation of the effect of selection on 

performance-approach goals in term of social desirability is not supported by the present data. Rather, 

the present result tends to support the hypothesis, according to which the selection function that the 

educational system fulfills in society provides value to performance-approach goals in term of social 

utility. This increase in social utility further explains why students who face selection are particularly 

prone to endorse such goals, namely because they believe in their efficacy to succeed (Dompnier et 

al. 2013).  

4. General Discussion 

The present article argued that in addition to its obvious and official educational function, the 

University system also fulfills a selection function (Darnon et al. 2009; Dornbusch et al. 1996), which 

motivates students to endorse performance-approach goals. The results of two experiments bring 

support this hypothesis. Indeed, both Experiments 1 and 2 documented that when the selection 

function of the system was made salient, an increase in performance-approach goal endorsement was 

observed. Moreover, it was argued that this increase in performance-approach goal endorsement was 

partly due to the social utility value attached to performance-approach goals. In particular, Hypothesis 

2 proposed a structural explanation of the effect of the selection function, such that the increase in 

performance-approach goal endorsement would be due to the very role that the educational system 

plays in the society. Because the selection process is part of the functioning of the system, and in 

particular, its important function in society (i.e., to “sort” students and distribute unequal positions, 

Dubet and Duru-Bellat 2004; Duru-Bellat 1996), performance-approach goals should be particularly 

valued in terms of social utility (Darnon et al. 2009; Dubois and Beauvois 2005). The results tend to 

confirm this hypothesis by showing that social utility of performance-approach goals contribute to 

explain the effect of selection saliency on performance-approach goal adoption. Therefore, results 

tend to support the structural explanation of the effects, and more generally, the idea that the selection 

function leads students to endorse performance-approach goals because this function convinces them 

of these goals’ social utility. Interestingly, promoting the educational function of the system did not 

raise performance-approach goal endorsement, sustaining that the system, per se, does not 

automatically increase students’ focus on normative difference with others. However, it did not 

decrease their focus either. Thus, promoting education, which is the main and most obvious function 

of the educational system, does not seem to be sufficient for reducing performance-approach goal 

social value and endorsement. 
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The present research proposed and tested an additional explanation of the effect of selection 

on performance-approach goals. As performance-approach goals are undesirable (Darnon et al. 2009; 

Dompnier et al. 2008), the selection induction may increase the desirability of these goals, which might 

explain why students report these goals more frequently after the induction. The present results did 

not support this hypothesis, as social desirability of performance-approach goals was not affected 

when the selection function was promoted. However, more research is needed to refine our 

understanding of the mechanisms involved in the current findings. Moreover, a limitation of the present 

studies is the gender composition of the sample. In our patriarchal societies, men and women differ on 

how they experience competition (Niederle and Vesterlund 2008; for the situation in matrilineal 

societies see Gneezy et al. 2009), and being competitive is notably less desirable for women than for 

men (Prentice and Carranza 2002). Thus, in the present experiment, conducted mainly on women, the 

salience of the selection induction might not sufficiently reduce, in women’s eyes, the social 

undesirability of performance-approach. Testing whether the social utility and social desirability 

associated with performance-approach goals mediate the effect of selection on performance-approach 

goal endorsement on a more balanced sample would clarify this issue. In addition, mediators are 

measured after the dependent variable (i.e., to avoid obtaining a contaminated measure of their 

spontaneous goal endorsement) and are very close to this one (i.e., same scale with a different 

instruction). A replication of these results with another way of assessing performance-approach goals 

social value that also respect temporal precedence rule is needed.  

Taken together, these two experiments provide empirical support of the idea that the 

University system encourages students to endorse performance-approach goals. This selection 

function should then be considered when trying to understand why, in spite of teachers’ sincere 

intention not to promote performance-approach goals in their classrooms, these goals continue to be 

endorsed by students (see Blumenfeld 1992; Darnon et al. 2009; Van Yperen and Leander 2014). It 

could also explain why performance-approach goals remain constant or rise during College while 

mastery-approach, mastery-avoidance, and performance-avoidance goals decline (Corker et al. 2013; 

Lieberman and Remedios 2007; Stewart et al. 2015). 

More generally speaking, the present experiments confirmed that in addition to the role of 

individual and contextual antecedents of goals endorsement, the role of the larger system should not 

be ignored (Darnon et al. 2012). Indeed, in addition to other factors including classroom climate 

(Meece et al. 2006), evaluation practices (Pekrun et al. 2014), or teacher’s practices (Nichols et al. 

2003; Urdan and Schoenfelder 2006), these results tend to confirm that the educational system and 

the role this system plays in the society also influence the extent to which students endorse these 

goals in the classroom. Moreover, the results also document that social value, in the present case 

social utility value, contribute to explain why some contexts favors performance-approach goals. 

Although recent research underlies some positive consequences of endorsing performance-

approach goals (Chen 2015; for a meta-analysis on performances, see Van Yperen et al. 2014), 

teachers and researchers still need to consider several negative outcomes associated to performance-

approach goals (Crouzevialle and Butera 2013; Grant and Dweck 2003; Harackiewicz et al. 2000; 

Kaplan and Maehr 1999). For example, performance-approach goals appear to be particularly 
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problematic for relational outcomes by reducing the quality of information exchanges (Poortvliet et al. 

2007), help-seeking and help-giving (Butler and Neuman 1995; Poortvliet and Darnon 2014), favoring 

poor forms of conflict regulation (Darnon et al. 2007; Darnon et al. 2007; Sommet et al. 2014) and 

valuating cooperation for social status purpose (Levy et al. 2004). Therefore, the selection function, as 

it results in performance-approach goal promotion, may be problematic in an educational system 

where students are supposed to be taught not only academic content, but also peaceful and 

cooperative attitudes toward others.  
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