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Abstract 

Past research has fully documented that at University, social-class background affects one’s perception 
of his or her fitting in within the system. The present paper tests social class and academic performance 
as predictors of performance-avoidance goal endorsement (i.e., trying to avoid performing poorly) in a 
psychology university context. We argue that first-generation students are achieving an upward mobility 
– a process that is costly, especially for those closer to achieving it (i.e., high achievers). In three 
classroom context studies, students reported their performance-avoidance goals. Their previous 
academic achievements as well as their parental level of education were examined as predictors of these 
goals. The results of the three studies demonstrated that the higher their academic level, the more first-
generation students endorsed performance-avoidance goals compared with continuing-generation 
students. The results are discussed with regard to the upward mobility process that these students are 
about to achieve  

Introduction  

University context is a competitive and selective environment where just trying to avoid failure is not 
the best strategy or the most optimal goal to pursue to achieve success (Harackiewicz, Barron, Tauer, & 
Elliot, 2002). Contrary to other types of achievement goals (i.e., mastery-based and performance 
approach goals) for which consequences are debated in the literature, research on performance-
avoidance goals has led to a large consensus regarding their deleterious effects (Durik, Lovejoy, & 
Johnson, 2009; Elliot & Church, 1997; Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Elliot & Murayama, 2008; Elliot, 
Murayama, & Pekrun, 2011; Huang, 2012; Hulleman, Schrager, Bodmann, & Harackiewicz, 2010; 
Murayama & Elliot, 2012; Van Yperen, Blaga, & Postmes, 2014). Despite the negative outcomes 
associated with performance-avoidance goals, several studies have shown that some students adopt 
these goals anyway (Smith, Sansone, & White, 2007; Van Yperen, 2006; Van Yperen, Hamstra, & Van 
der Klauw, 2011). The present research examines academic performance and social class as two 
characteristics potentially associated with performance-avoidance goals adoption.  

Performance-avoidance goals  

Definition  

The achievement goal construct was developed in the early 1980s. Several researchers, including Carol 
Dweck (1986) and John Nicholls (1984), defined two main types of achievement goals that students can 
pursue in an academic task: mastery goals, where the purpose is to develop competence and task 
mastery, and performance goals, where the purpose is to demonstrate competence relative to others. 
Later on, researchers incorporated the approach– avoidance distinction in the conceptualization of 
achievement goals. Notably, Elliot and McGregor (2001, see also Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996) defined 
four different types of goals. In their model, mastery goals are divided into mastery-approach goals 
(focus on task-based attainment) and mastery-avoidance goals (avoidance of task-based incompetence), 
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whereas performance goals are divided into performance-approach goals and performance-avoidance 
goals. Performance-approach goals focus on the attainment of positive outcomes and the demonstration 
of superiority relative to others whereas performance-avoidance goals focus on avoiding the 
demonstration of inferior competence.  

Performance-avoidance goal endorsement and negative outcomes  

Contrary to mastery and performance-approach goals, which are sometimes associated to positive 
outcomes and are often debated in the literature (e.g., Brophy, 2005; Harackiewicz, Barron, Pintrich, 
Elliot, & Thrash, 2002), the adoption of performance-avoidance goals has been consistently associated 
with several negative outcomes for university students. For instance, performance-avoidance goals are 
associated with low intrinsic motivation (Elliot & Church, 1997), procrastination, perception of tasks as 
threats (McGregor & Elliot, 2002), disorganization, surface learning (Elliot & McGregor, 2001), low 
feedback seeking (Payne, Youngcourt, & Beaubien, 2007), and compliant forms of conflict regulation 
(Sommet et al., 2014). Pekrun, Elliot, and Maier (2006, 2009) also pointed out the link between 
performance-avoidance goals and negative emotions, like anxiety, hopelessness, and shame. 
Furthermore, the adoption of performance-avoidance goals negatively predicts academic grades 
(Darnon, Butera, Mugny, Quiamzade, & Hulleman, 2009a; Durik et al., 2009; Elliot & Church, 1997; 
Elliot & Murayama, 2008; Huang, 2012; Hulleman et al., 2010; Murayama & Elliot, 2012; Payne et al., 
2007).  

Because of the negative consequences associated with performance-avoidance goals, researchers and 
educators alike agree that these goals should be banned from classrooms. University-level teachers do 
not promote performance-avoidance goals in their classes, and students are aware that these goals are 
not optimal for reaching academic success (Darnon, Dompnier, Delmas, Pulfrey, & Butera, 2009b). 
Thus, students should not pursue performance-avoidance goals. However, several studies have shown 
that despite the negative outcomes associated with this construct and teachers’ recommendations, some 
students seem to adopt performance-avoidance goals anyway (Smith et al., 2007; Van Yperen, 2006; 
Van Yperen et al., 2011). Are some groups of students particularly prone to adopt these goals?  

Individual antecedents of performance-avoidance goals  

Several individual, person-focused antecedents of performance-avoidance goals have been reported. For 
example, fear of failure (Elliot & Church, 1997; Elliot & Murayama, 2008), fixed beliefs about 
intelligence (Dinger & Dickhäuser, 2013; Payne et al., 2007), and personality characteristics like 
neuroticism (Bipp, Steinmayr, & Spinath, 2008; Elliot & Thrash, 2002; Payne et al., 2007) or avoidance 
temperament (Elliot et al., 2011; Elliot & Thrash, 2010) have been identified as antecedents of 
performance-avoidance goal endorsement.  

More importantly, research has highlighted that perceived competence is one of the strongest predictors 
of performance-avoidance goals among both teenagers and college students (Cury, Da Fonséca, Rufo, 
& Sarrazin, 2002; Cury, Elliot, Da Fonseca, & Moller, 2006; Elliot & Church, 1997; Pulfrey, Buchs, & 
Butera, 2011). For example, Elliot and Church (1997) found that college students with low competence 
expectancies are first oriented toward the possibility of failure and subsequently tend to adopt 
performance-avoidance goals (see also Cury et al., 2006). More recently, Pulfrey et al. (2011) confirmed 
that the higher an individual’s perception of his or her competence to succeed in a system, the lower his 
or her performance-avoidance goal endorsement. Such result supports the findings suggesting that a 
high level of performance-avoidance goal adoption is often associated with a low level of self-efficacy 
(Deemer, 2010; Hsieh, Sullivan, & Guerra, 2007; Payne et al., 2007). Other research has shown that 
actual academic achievement (e.g., GPA, early exam grade, or SAT scores) is also negatively associated 
with performance-avoidance goal endorsement (Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Elliot & Reis, 2003; Pulfrey 
et al., 2011; Senko & Harackiewicz, 2005). Thus, high academic achievers are usually less likely to 
endorse performance-avoidance goals compared with low achievers.  
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Beyond psychological antecedents: the role of sociocultural factors  

In academic contexts, several types of information can be used to infer one’s probability of success, 
including actual level of academic achievement and belonging to groups known to perform well or 
poorly at a university (Fiske & Markus, 2012). Indeed, low social-class students suffer from a negative 
stereotype about their competence (Fiske, 2010; Russell & Fiske, 2010). Such negative stereotypic 
expectations for low social-class group members may have led some scholars (Elliot, 1999) to suggest 
that social class could act as an antecedent of performance-avoidance goal endorsement. Yet 
surprisingly, social class has thus far not been the object of much attention in the achievement goal field, 
which is a gap that has been recently highlighted in the literature (Darnon, Dompnier, & Poortvliet, 
2012; Huang, 2012).  

Related to this issue, it should be noted that some research has shown that cultural belonging influences 
students’ achievement goals (i.e., Asian Americans are more likely to endorse performance-avoidance 
goals compared with Anglo Americans; Zusho, Pintrich, & Cortina, 2005; see also Zusho & Njoku, 
2007). Since different social-class groups have different cultural mindsets (Williams, 2012), studying 
the influence of social-class on achievement goal endorsement represents another way to contribute to 
the “culturalization of educational psychology” (Zusho & Clayton, 2011). The present research aims to 
test whether social-class, like other cultural belongings, would influence performance-avoidance goal 
endorsement. However, unlike previous research, we consider that social class is only one part of the 
story and that its interplay with students’ level of academic achievement, given the centrality of this 
latter variable in performance-avoidance goal endorsement, needs to be consider to obtain a 
comprehensive picture of this issue (Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Elliot & Reis, 2003; Pulfrey et al., 2011; 
Senko & Harackiewicz, 2005). The present research therefore examined whether an individual 
characteristic (i.e., one’s level of academic achievement) interacts with social-class position (i.e., one’s 
generational status) to predict psychology students’ adoption of performance-avoidance goals.  

Social class, academic achievement, and performance-avoidance goals  

Generational status as an indicator of social class at university  

Social class influences many life outcomes, including health (Gallo, de Los Monteros, & Shivpuri, 
2009), feeding behaviors (Darmon & Drewnowski, 2008), and socio-cognitive tendencies (Kraus, Piff, 
Mendoza-Denton, Rheinschmidt, & Keltner, 2012), as well as university behaviors and outcomes. In 
particular, recent interest in the effects of social class at university indicates that first-generation students 
experience a cultural mismatch in university system, which in turn explains why they perform more 
poorly compared with continuing-generation students (Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, Johnson, & 
Covarrubias, 2012a; Stephens, Townsend, Markus, & Phillips, 2012c). Moreover, first-generation 
students have been found to be less confident regarding their college success and their self-efficacy 
compared with continuing-generation students (Ramos-Sánchez & Nichols, 2007; Wohn, Ellison, Khan, 
Fewins-Bliss, & Gray, 2013). These researches used generational status as an indicator of social class 
at university. Indeed, generational status is associated with success, academic fit, and responses to threat 
in university context (Harackiewicz et al., 2014; Stephens et al., 2012a, 2012c; Stephens, Markus, & 
Fryberg, 2012b; see also Snibbe & Markus, 2005). It also outstrips other indicators of status (i.e., 
occupations or incomes) in predicting life consequences (Liberatos, Link, & Kelsey, 1988). Therefore, 
in the present series of studies, as in previous research in the area, generational status will be used to 
assess students’ social class.  

First-generation students and expectancies of success at university  

First-generation students, more so than continuing-generation students, doubt their chances of success 
at university. For several reasons detailed below, they may be more likely than continuing-generation 
students to endorse performance-avoidance goals. First, social class is highly linked to SAT scores and 
achievement at university (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2012; Sackett, 
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Kuncel, Arneson, Cooper, & Waters, 2009; Sirin, 2005), with high social-class students outperforming 
their low social-class counterparts. Although academic performance is a multiple-determined outcome, 
this achievement gap might be related to the fact that universities play an important role in the social 
reproduction of inequalities between high and low social-class students (Bourdieu, Passeron, & Nice, 
1990). Indeed, despite official intentions to provide equal chances of success to all students, regardless 
of their social background, universities actually favor high social-class students over low social-class 
students (see also Delandshere, 2001; Darnon et al., 2012; Duru-Bellat, 2006, for a discussion of this 
issue). Specifically, as grades are supposed to reflect purely merit, university is particularly likely to 
justify and reproduce social inequalities between low and high social-class students (Jost, Banaji, & 
Nosek, 2004; Van Laar & Sidanius, 2001) and thus serve dominant groups (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). 
Furthermore, it has been documented that in addition to its educational function, university fulfills a 
selection function (Darnon et al., 2009b; Dornbusch, Glasgow, & Lin, 1996) and that practices that serve 
this selection function (e.g., assessment practices) act more in favor of high social-class than of low 
social-class individuals (Smeding, Darnon, Souchal, Toczek-Capelle, & Butera, 2013).  

The second reason is related to the fact that as first generation students are underrepresented in 
comparison with continuing-generation students at university, they may evolve in an “out-group” 
context (Derks, van Laar, & Ellemers, 2006; Van Laar, Derks, Ellemers, & Bleeker, 2010). In an out-
group context, the out-group (i.e., as far as first generation students are concerned, continuing-
generation students) is numerically dominant and members of the dominant group usually outperform 
members of the dominated group. Such context can threaten first-generation students’ social identity 
and push them to use defensive and protective mechanisms that may influence their well-being, 
motivation, and performance. For instance, in a series of studies, Derks et al. (2006) manipulated 
participants’ status and demonstrated that in an out-group context, low status participants showed 
emotions related to the avoidance of failure (agitation) and spent more time on items that could help 
them diminish failure compared with items useful for increasing success. The authors explained these 
results by the fact that the out-group context made the dominated group’s inferiority salient in the 
domain and threatened their identity. This salience subsequently led participants to focus on failure 
avoidance. According to authors, one way to face such a situation is upward mobility (i.e., leaving one’s 
original background to get a better social position).  

Third, entering university involves a social identity change (Amiot, Terry, Wirawan, & Grice, 2010). 
Indeed, entering a new group, such as group of college students, requires many psychological changes 
for the individual (e.g., appropriation of new norms, modification of the self-concept). For continuing-
generation students, parental transmission can facilitate this process. However, as first-generation 
students’ parents did not go to college, they have limited knowledge of college norms and culture. Thus, 
contrary to continuing-generation students, first-generation students cannot rely on their parents to cope 
with this identity change (Jenkins, Belanger, Connally, Boals, & Durón, 2013).  

Fourth, in relation to identity change, first-generation students face an upward mobility when entering 
university. Although this process can represent a viable outcome, it can also present challenges (Jetten, 
Iyer, Tsivrikos, & Young, 2008; Johnson, Richeson, & Finkel, 2011; Lee & Kramer, 2013; Ostrove & 
Long, 2007; Reay, Crozier, & Clayton, 2009). Indeed, Jetten et al. (2008) demonstrated that low social-
class students experience a feeling of incompatibility within university system, which impairs their 
identification with university, and may negatively influence their well-being (Iyer, Jetten, Tsivrikos, 
Postmes, & Haslam, 2009). In the same vein, university culture is more likely to match the values of 
continuing-generation students (i.e., values of independence) compared with those of first-generation 
students (i.e., values of interdependence, Stephens et al., 2012a, 2012b, 2012c). This “cultural 
mismatch” leads first-generation students to experience an aversive psychological state characterized 
by negative emotions and a superior secretion of cortisol, as a biological response to stressful situations 
(Stephens et al., 2012c). Taken together, research has indicated that the incompatibility that first-
generation students might experience at university results in several negative consequences, which have 
the potential to jeopardize the upward mobility process and leave room for strategies focused on failure 
avoidance.  
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The negative stereotype of low social-class students at university  

Still other research has identified situations in which dominated people show incompatibilities with a 
situation’s expectations. For example, Guinote (2007a, 2007c, 2008; see also Slabu & Guinote, 2010) 
found that dominated people had more difficulties responding in an expectancy-consistent way 
compared with dominant people. They are less able to focus on a target and ignore distracting 
information (Guinote, 2007b). In general, they have more difficulties inhibiting the processing of 
irrelevant information and increasing the processing of relevant information (Guinote, 2008). Such 
interpretation is consistent with the idea that individuals from dominated groups sometimes tend to 
behave in ways that are consistent with the negative stereotype about their group, which can further 
justify their status of subordinate and thus contribute to maintaining the status quo (Van Laar & Sidanius, 
2001).  

Finally, some research has shown that a “stereotype threat” is likely to occur in university contexts when 
a negative stereotype about low social-class students’ expected underperformance is made relevant 
(Croizet & Claire, 1998; Croizet, Désert, Dutrévis, & Leyens, 2001; Spencer & Castano, 2007). Indeed, 
in such contexts, low social-class students feel threatened to confirm the negative stereotype about their 
own group, which can in turn decrease their performances. Interestingly, some authors have recently 
linked stereotype threat research to achievement goal research and demonstrated that under stereotype 
threat, members of stigmatized groups focus on avoidance strategies. Raising their level of performance-
avoidance goals seems to regulate this feeling (Brodish & Devine, 2009; Chalabaev, Sarrazin, Stone, & 
Cury, 2008; Ryan & Ryan, 2005; Smith, 2004). This line of research did not compare first-generation 
students with continuing-generation students. However, it suggests that low status individuals may 
endorse avoidance strategies and, more specifically, performance-avoidance goals in identity-
threatening situations.  

The joint role of academic achievement and social class  

Although past research has suggested that in university contexts first-generation students are particularly 
likely to adopt avoidance strategies, including performance-avoidance goals, one common feature and 
limitation of these various contributions is to consider first-generation students as a homogenous group. 
Instead, it is important to stress out that first-generation students differ on several dimensions, one of 
these dimensions – particularly central in university contexts – is the level of academic achievement. 
Specifically, a high level of academic achievement at university is a sign of academic success. 
Consequently, for first-generation students, a high level of academic achievement might indicate that 
the upward mobility process is close to being achieved. In support of this idea, research has shown that 
achievement is involved in the identity management process. Ellemers, Van Knippenberg, de Vries, and 
Wilke (1988) manipulated participants’ group status and demonstrated that when facing upward 
mobility opportunities, low status group members with a high level of achievement on a given task are 
the most engaged in this process compared with low status member with a low level of achievement. In 
the same vein, Boen and Vanbeselaere (2001, 2002) followed a similar procedure and found that low 
status high achieving people prefer individual strategies, such as individual mobility, compared with 
low achievers.  

Thus, the higher the first-generation students’ academic achievement level, the more likely they are to 
experience the upward mobility process as well as the identity threatening processes associated with it. 
Because identity change and identity threat processes are, in turn, associated with avoidance strategies, 
including performance-avoidance goals, first-generation students with a high level of academic 
achievement are particularly likely to endorse performance-avoidance goals. Conversely, first-
generation students with a low level of academic achievement are not in the way of success; therefore, 
they do not have to face an identity change (Ellemers et al., 1988; see also Boen & Vanbeselaere, 2001, 
2002). Consequently, they have few reasons to feel threatened by this situation and in turn adopt 
performance-avoidance goals.  
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Overview  

The present research tested whether social class and academic achievement interact to predict 
performance-avoidance goal endorsement. The higher the academic achievement, the more first-
generation students should experience an upward mobility process and thus the more they should be 
prone to endorse performance-avoidance goals. This hypothesis will be tested in three studies, with the 
measure of performance-avoidance goals linked to one’s studies in general (Study 1), one’s class 
(Studies 2 and 3), and one’s exam (Study 3), using different indicators of academic achievement (high 
school exit exam grade in Study 1; fall semester grades in Studies 2 and 3).  

Study 1  

Method  

Participants  

Two hundred thirty-four first-year psychology students enrolled in a psychology course in a French 
university participated in the study. Eighteen participants were excluded due to missing data (11 did not 
report their grades and 7 did not report their parents’ level of education). The final sample included 216 
participants (31 men and 185 women), with a mean age of 18.93 years (SD = 1.73).  

Material and procedure  

Participants completed the questionnaire during a large methodology lecture that took place at the 
beginning of the fall semester.  

Achievement goals. The three-item performance-avoidance scale was extracted from Elliot and 
McGregor’s (2001) Achievement Goal Questionnaire (validated in French by Darnon & Butera, 2005). 
Instructions for the questionnaire stated: “Questions that follow refer to your studies in general. Please 
indicate to what extent each statement is true for you in your studies.” Participants indicated their degree 
of agreement on a 7-point scale, ranging from 1 “Not at all true of me” to 7 “Very true of me” (e.g., “I 
just want to avoid doing poorly in my studies”). Responses were averaged to form the performance-
avoidance goals score (α = .50, M = 5.17, SD = 1.23). To make sure the effects would be specific to 
performance-avoidance goals and would not apply to any type of achievement goal, participants also 
completed the three-item mastery-approach goal scale (α = .84, M = 5.47, SD = 1.18) and the three-item 
performance-approach goal scale (α = .86, M = 3.67, SD = 1.64) extracted from the same questionnaire.  

Generational status. Participants reported their mothers and fathers’ highest degrees. The 
baccalauréat (i.e., the French high school exit exam) was used as the criterion because it determines 
whether one will get access to higher education. Participants for whose neither parent had passed the 
baccalauréat were coded as first-generation students. If at least one of the students’ parents had earned 
a degree (the baccalauréat or a higher degree), student was classified as a continuing-generation student 
(for a comparable procedure, see Harackiewicz et al., 2014; Stephens et al., 2012a, 2012b, 2012c; 
Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014). Based on this classification, 94 students were coded as first-
generation students and 122 as continuing-generation students.  

Level of academic achievement. As participants were at the beginning of their studies, we asked 
them to report their grade on the high school exit exam (baccalauréat), which could range from 10 
(passing level) to 20 (M = 11.68, SD = 1.38, ranging from 10 to 16.9). Intercorrelations among variables 
are presented in Table 1. It is worth noting that generational status did not significantly predict academic 
achievement, B = 0.10, F(1,214) = 1.06, p = .30.  
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Results  

We expected generational status to interact with academic achievement on performance-avoidance goal 
endorsement. Indeed, first-generation students with higher academic achievement should be more likely 
to endorse performance-avoidance goals as compared with continuing-generation students. Regression 
analyses were conducted to test this hypothesis. The model integrated three predictors: generational 
status (coded −1, first-generation, +1, continuing-generation), academic achievement (centered), and 
the interaction between these two variables. Since several previous studies have suggested that gender 
predicted performance-avoidance goals (Elliot & Church, 1997; Howell & Buro, 2009; Smith, 2004), 
and since gender conveys social status (Fiske, 2010), this variable was included in preliminary analyses. 
The main effect of gender was significant in Study 1, B = −0.49, F(1,211) = 18.02, p < .001, ηp2 = .08, 
and in other studies (Study 2: B = −0.37, F(1,252) = 9.69, p = .002, ηp2 = .04; Study 3: B = −0.67, 
F(1,281) = 40.35, p < .001, ηp2 = .13, for performance-avoidance goals in the class and, B = −0.48, 
F(1,281) = 23.32, p < .001, ηp2 = .08, for performance-avoidance goals in the exam). Women reported 
higher level of performance-avoidance goals compared with men. Thus, gender was entered in all 
subsequent analyses as a covariate. As gender never interacted with other variables, interactions 
involving gender were not retained in the final model.  

Means are presented in Table 2. The main effect of status indicated that first-generation students (M = 
5.43, SD = 1.03) reported a higher level of performance-avoidance goals compared with continuing-
generation students (M = 4.99, SD = 1.35), B = −0.19, F(1,211) = 5.49, p = .020, ηp2 = .03. Academic 
achievement was not related to performance-avoidance goals adoption, B = 0.04, F(1,211) < 1. 
However, as expected, the interaction between status and level of academic achievement was significant, 
B = −0.15, F(1,211) = 6.00, p = .015, ηp2 = .03. As shown in Fig. 1, no difference occurred between 
first-generation and continuing-generation students with a low level of academic achievement (1 SD 
below the mean), B = 0.01, F(1,211) < 1; the difference appeared only among high achievers (1 SD 
above the mean), B = −0.39, F(1,211) = 11.32, p = .001, ηp2 = .05. It should be noted that in this study, 
like in the two others, ηp2 ranged between .01 and .05. These effect sizes can be qualified as small, 
implying that interpretations of the results and linked conclusions must be done with caution.  
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The same analyses were repeated with mastery-approach and performance-approach goals. The results 
revealed no main or interaction effects for these variables (all Fs <2, ns).  

Moreover, because of the low Cronbach’s alphas, in additional analyses, we conducted factorial analyses 
that included nine items (performance-avoidance, performance-approach, and mastery-approach). Then, 
the factorial score on the performance-avoidance goal factor was regressed on the model. The results 
confirmed the main effect of status, B = −0.14, F(1,208) = 4.24, p = .041, ηp2 = .02 and the interaction 
between status and achievement, B = −0.12, F(1,208) = 6.57, p = .011, ηp2 = .03. As in previous 
analyses, the effect of academic achievement was not significant, B = 0.01, F(1,208) < 1.  

 

Discussion  

The present study supports the hypothesis that at university, first-generation psychology students adopt 
more performance-avoidance goals compared with continuing-generation students. This result supports 
that beyond individual characteristics identified in the goal literature, social class should be considered 
as another element that is potentially associated with performance-avoidance goal adoption. More 
importantly, the expected interaction effect between status and level of academic achievement on 
performance-avoidance goal endorsement revealed that the higher the level of academic achievement, 
the higher the difference between first-generation and continuing-generation students. In other words, 
despite their high academic achievement, which should prevent them from adopting performance-
avoidance goals (Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Elliot & Reis, 2003; Pulfrey et al., 2011; Senko & 
Harackiewicz, 2005), first-generation students with a high level of academic achievement endorse more 
performance-avoidance goals compared with their continuing-generation counterparts. This finding 
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supports the idea that the adoption of performance-avoidance goals can be another component of the 
difficulties experienced by those engaged in an upward mobility process. It is worth noting that as 
expected, such effects emerged only for performance-avoidance goals but not for other types of goals, 
which supports our interpretation in terms of avoidant, maladaptive strategies that first-generation 
students experience when they succeed at university.  

The first study is the first step toward showing the link among social class, academic achievement, and 
performance-avoidance goals. However, the first study measured general performance-avoidance goals 
regarding one’s studies. Some authors (Ames, 1992; Turner et al., 2002) suggested that the classroom 
environment plays a crucial role in the adoption of achievement strategies, specifically avoidance ones. 
As goals are influenced by the classroom context, they might vary across different classes. Huang (2012) 
and Baranik, Barron, and Finney (2010) proposed using specific formulations rather than general 
formulations to change constructs like achievement goals. Therefore, replicating the effects obtained in 
Study 1 with a context specific measure of performance-avoidance goals (e.g., in one’s class) appears 
to be a relevant follow-up of the present findings.  

Moreover, in Study 1, baccalauréat score was used as a proxy for level of academic achievement. 
Although baccalauréat scores are often related to university success, what is required for the 
baccalauréat exam is quite different from what is required in university classes. One could then wonder 
whether baccalauréat score is a good proxy for academic achievement at the university level. In Study 
2, the level of academic achievement was determined through the grade students obtained during the 
fall semester in a very similar class. Finally, to prevent distortion in self-reported grades (Chatard, 
Guimond, & Selimbegovic, 2007; Kuncel, Credé, & Thomas, 2005), this grade was obtained directly 
from the Psychology department.  

Study 2  

Method  

Participants  

Two hundred seventy-three first-year French psychology students enrolled in social psychology 
workshops participated in the study. Missing data resulted in 16 participants being eliminated from the 
analyses (6 students did not answer to the status measure, 1 student did not respond to the performance-
avoidance goals scale, and 9 students did not take the fall semester test). The final sample included 257 
participants (44 males, 213 females), with a mean age of 19.35 years (SD = 1.67).  

Material and procedure  

Students answered the questionnaire at the beginning of their second social psychology workshop during 
the spring semester. These workshops were identical for every student and taught by eight different 
teachers. It should be noted that even if eight groups is quite a small sample size for multilevel analysis 
(Maas & Hox, 2004), Intraclass correlation (ICC) coefficient was calculated for the performance-
avoidance goals. As this ICC was not significant (ICC = .02, Wald Z = .71, ns), multi-level analyses 
were not conducted.  

Achievement goals. The same three-item measure of performance-avoidance (α = .76, M = 4.06, 
SD = 1.50), performance-approach (α = .92, M = 3.60, SD = 1.53), and mastery-approach goals (α = .90, 
M = 5.81, SD = 1.09) were used as in Study 1. However, students were specifically asked to report their 
level of goal “in the social psychology workshop”.  

Generational status. Study 1’s indicator was used, resulting in 104 participants being coded as 
first-generation and 153 as continuing-generation students.  
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Level of academic achievement. Fall semester social psychology workshop grades, which could 
range from 0 (the worst) to 20 (the best) (M = 12.12, SD = 4.19, ranging between 0.17 and 19.17), were 
obtained from the psychology office. This fall semester workshop was very similar to the spring 
semester workshop in its form, only the content differed. Intercorrelations among variables are presented 
in Table 3. It is worth noting that generational status was marginally related to academic achievement, 
B = 0.50, F(1,255) = 3.74, p = .054.  

Results  

As in Study 1, we expected status to interact with academic achievement on performance-avoidance 
goal endorsement. Therefore, the same regression model as in Study 1 was used. The effect of status on 
performance-avoidance goal adoption was marginal, B = −0.17, F(1,252) = 3.58, p = .06, ηp2 = .01. 
First-generation students (M = 4.31, SD = 1.47) tended to report a higher adoption of performance-
avoidance goals compared with continuing-generation students (M = 3.88, SD = 1.50). Moreover, 
academic achievement was negatively associated with performance-avoidance goals, B = −0.06, 
F(1,252) = 8.43, p = .004, ηp2 = .03. More importantly, the hypothesized interaction between status and 
level of academic achievement was significant, B = −0.05, F(1,252) = 4.87, p = .028, ηp2 = .02. As can 
be seen in Fig. 2, no difference emerged between first-generation and continuing-generation students 
with a low level of academic achievement, B = 0.03, F(1,252) < 1. For high achievers, however, first-
generation students endorsed more performance-avoidance goals compared with continuing-generation 
students, B = −0.38, F(1,252) = 8.14, p = .005, ηp2 = .03.  

The same analyses were repeated with mastery-approach and performance-approach goals. The results 
revealed only a positive main effect of academic achievement on mastery-approach, B = 0.07, F(1,252) 
= 16.02, p < .001, ηp2 = .06 and performance-approach goals, B = 0.05, F(1,252) = 5.14, p = .024, ηp2 
= .02. All other main or interaction effects were non-significant, all Fs <2, ns.  

 

It is worth noting that as in Study 1, additional factorial analyses included nine items measuring 
performance-avoidance, performance-approach, and mastery-approach. Regressing the factorial score 
of performance-avoidance goals on the model confirmed the main effect of status, B = −0.13, F(1,248) 
= 4.17, p = .042, ηp2 = .02 and the interaction between status and achievement, B = −0.03, F(1,248) = 
4.93, p = .027, ηp2 = .02. Academic achievement was a negative predictor of performance-avoidance 
factorial scores, B = −0.04, F(1,248) = 8.52, p = .004, ηp2 = .03.  
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Discussion  

Study 2 was designed to replicate Study 1’s results with a class-specific measure of performance-
avoidance goals and with a more appropriate measure of academic achievement. The data indicated that 
– controlling for the level of academic achievement – first-generation students tended to adopt more 
performance-avoidance goals compared with continuing-generation students. More importantly, the 
interaction confirmed that first-generation and continuing-generation students differ only when they are 
high achievers. Thus, the two studies confirmed that beyond actual academic achievement, students’ 
socio class might also contribute to orienting psychology’s students toward performance-avoidance 
goals. Although first-generation students with high academic achievement have no reasons to doubt 
their chances of success or adopt performance-avoidance goals, the upward mobility process they are 
experiencing may favor avoidance of goal endorsement.  

It is worth noting that the above interaction emerged for both a general measure of academic 
achievement (i.e., baccalauréat grade, Study 1) and a measure specific to the psychology classes (Study 
2). Study 2, however, was carried out just after students’ exam and before official grades were delivered, 
that is, before students were informed of their grades for the preceding semester class. This implies that, 
at the time the study was conducted, students did not know their true level of academic achievement 
(e.g., a high achievers did not know whether they performed well on the exam). This situation might 
have resulted in students having a certain degree of uncertainty regarding their achievement. Uncertainty 
can increase in-group identification (Grieve & Hogg, 1999) and students’ reliance on the group to which 
they belong when estimating their level of academic achievement. Would status continue to predict high 
achievers’ level of performance-avoidance goals after students receive explicit and non-ambiguous 
feedback about their actual achievement? This question was addressed in Study 3, which was conducted 
2 months after students received their grade for their fall semester’s social psychology exam. In addition, 
Study 3 included an exam-oriented measure of performance-avoidance goals, a measure that is close in 
its form to the recent conceptualization of performance-avoidance goals (Elliot et al., 2011). 
Generational status and academic achievement are expected to interact with both performance-
avoidance goals in the class and performance-avoidance goals in the exam.  

Study 3  

Method  

Participants  

Two hundred ninety-two first-year psychology students enrolled in a psychology course at a French 
university participated in the third study. Six participants were excluded due to missing data (they did 
not participate to the fall semester exam), resulting in a sample of 286 students (43 males, 243 females), 
with a mean age of 19.40 years (SD = 1.58).  

Material and procedure  

As in Study 2, Study 3 was conducted in social psychology workshops during the spring semester. Five 
different teachers taught this workshop. As in Study 2, the ICC was not significant (ICC = .02, Wald Z 
= .71, ns), confirming that performance-avoidance goals residuals were independent from the teacher 
level and that multi-level analyses did not have to be conducted.  

Students answered the questionnaire at the beginning of the last workshop of the semester. At that time, 
they received their fall semester grade (about 2 months earlier), and they were preparing for the spring 
semester exam (three weeks later).  

Achievement goals. The same three items of performance-avoidance goals, mastery-approach 
goals, and performance-approach goals were used as in Study 2. Instructions were the same as in Study 
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2 and referred to participants’ social psychology class (α = .64, M = 3.96, SD = 1.37 for performance-
avoidance goals, α = .85, M = 5.42, SD = 1.19 for mastery-approach goals and α = .90, M = 3.26, SD = 
1.56 for performance-approach goals). In addition, three other items referring to performance-avoidance 
goals in their social psychology exam were included. More precisely, students were asked to think about 
the social psychology exam rather than about their social psychology class and to report their 
performance-avoidance goals in this exam (e.g., “My fear of performing poorly on my social psychology 
exam is often what motivates me”). Participants answered on a 7-point scale (α = .54, M = 4.20, SD = 
1.28).  

Generational status. The same indicator as in the two first studies was used, resulting in 124 
participants being coded as first-generation and 162 as continuing-generation students.  

Level of academic achievement. As in Study 2, fall semester social psychology workshop grades 
were obtained from the psychology office (M = 11.34, SD = 3.70, ranging from 2.20 to 20). 
Intercorrelations among variables are presented in Table 4. Status was not significantly related to 
academic achievement, B = 0.00, F(1,284) < 1.  

 

Results  

As in Studies 1 and 2, Study 3 tested whether generational status interacted with academic achievement 
to predict performance-avoidance goal endorsement. As in the two previous studies, at a high level of 
academic achievement, first-generation students were expected to endorse more performance-avoidance 
goals in their social psychology class and in their social psychology exam compared with continuing-
generation students.  

Performance-avoidance goals in the social psychology class  

The same regression model as in Studies 1 and 2 was tested. A marginal effect of status, B = −0.13, 
F(1,281) = 3.05, p = .082, ηp2 = .01, indicated that first-generation students (M = 4.15, SD = 1.40) 
tended to endorse more performance-avoidance goals compared with continuing-generation students (M 
= 3.82, SD = 1.33). Level of academic achievement was not significantly associated with performance-
avoidance goal adoption, B = 0.01, F(1,281) < 1. However, the interaction between status and level of 
academic achievement was significant, B = −0.04, F(1,281) = 4.13, p = .043, ηp2 = .01. As shown in 
Fig. 3, at a low level of academic achievement, the difference in performance-avoidance goal adoption 
between first-generation and continuing-generation students was not significant, B = 0.02, F(1,281) < 
1. At a high level of academic achievement, first-generation students reported more performance-
avoidance goals compared with continuing-generation students, B = −0.29, F(1,281) = 7.00, p = .009, 
ηp2 = .02.  
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Once again, the same analyses were repeated for mastery-approach and performance-approach goals. 
The results revealed only a positive main effect of level of academic achievement on mastery-approach, 
B = 0.12, F(1,281) = 46.41, p < .001, ηp2 = .14, and performance-approach goals, B = 0.12, F(1,281) = 
23.41, p < .001, ηp2 = .07. No other main or interaction effects reached significance, all Fs <3, ns.  

Performance-avoidance goals on the social psychology exam. 

The main effect of status was significant, B = −0.22, F(1,281) = 9.15, p = .003, ηp2 = .03, with first-
generation students (M = 4.47, SD = 1.28) reporting more performance-avoidance goals for the exam 
compared with continuing-generation students (M = 3.99, SD = 1.24). Academic achievement was not 
significantly related to performance-avoidance goal adoption in the exam, B = 0.01, F(1,281) < 1. 
However, the interaction between status and level of academic achievement was significant, B = −0.05, 
F(1,281) = 6.04, p = .015, ηp2 = .02. As shown in Fig. 3, the same pattern was obtained for the exam as 
for the class. For students with a low level of academic achievement, performance-avoidance goals did 
not depend on status, B = −0.04, F(1,281) < 1, whereas among students with a high level of academic 
achievement, first-generation students adopted more performance-avoidance goals compared with 
continuing-generation students,  B = −0.39, F(1,281) = 14.76, p < .001, ηp2 = .05. As in studies 1 and 
2, since the Cronbach’s alphas for performance-avoidance goals were quite low, additional factorial 
analyses were conducted that included 12 items (performance-avoidance, performance-approach, 
mastery-approach, performance-avoidance goals in the exam). Since performance-avoidance in the class 
and in the exam loaded on the same factor, only one performance-avoidance goals score was computed. 
Regressing this score on the model confirmed the significant main effect of status, B = −0.14, F(1,278) 
= 6.13, p = .014, ηp2 = .02 and the significant interaction between status and achievement, B = −0.03, 
F(1,278) = 5.11, p = .025, ηp2 = .02. There was no effect of academic achievement, B = −0.01, F(1,278) 
< 1.  

 

Discussion  

The aim of this last study was to test whether the interaction between the level of academic achievement 
and status would be maintained after students had received their grade, that is, once they were aware of 
their level of academic achievement. The data confirmed that first-generation students tended to endorse 
performance-avoidance goals more than did continuing-generation students. Nevertheless, and as 
previously observed, the interaction between the level of academic achievement and status drives this 
main effect. The higher the academic achievement, the more first-generation and continuing-generation 
students diverge in term of performance-avoidance goal endorsement. Interestingly, this last study also 



 14 

showed the same pattern for exam-oriented performance-avoidance goals (see Elliot et al., 2011, for a 
similar framing of the goal items), which increases the generalizability of this finding.  

General discussion  

What leads psychology students to adopt performance-avoidance goals? As previously discussed, the 
existing research has established that numerous antecedents of performance-avoidance goals exist, 
including fear of failure, negative emotions, or academic achievement (Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Elliot 
& Reis, 2003; Pulfrey et al., 2011; Senko & Harackiewicz, 2005). All these previously examined 
constructs are individual, person-focused antecedents. In the present paper, we argued that beyond these 
individual characteristics, social position within a system (i.e., social class) also predicts performance-
avoidance goal endorsement. Moreover, we argued that the level of academic achievement should 
moderate this effect. Indeed, first-generation students with a high level of academic achievement should 
experience an upward mobility process most fiercely, and consequently, endorse performance-
avoidance goals the most.  

The three studies presented herein supported our hypotheses; indeed, the results showed that first-
generation students tended to report a higher level of performance-avoidance goals compared with 
continuing-generation students. More importantly, the interaction between the level of academic 
achievement and generational status consistently drove this difference. As expected, at a low level of 
academic achievement, first-generation and continuing-generation students did not differ in their 
performance-avoidance goal adoption, but at a high level, first-generation students reported a higher 
level of performance-avoidance goal adoption compared with continuing-generation students. These 
results were obtained using a measure assessing students’ goals regarding their studies in general (Study 
1), their classroom goals (Studies 2 and 3), and their exam goals (Study 3). Moreover, these findings 
were obtained before students knew their actual grade (Studies 1 and 2) and were replicated after 
students received their academic grade (Study 3), namely, in a situation in which students had objective 
information regarding their level of academic achievement. Finally, the effects emerged for a general 
measure of their achievement (Study 1) as well as a domain-specific one (Studies 2 and 3). As expected, 
these effects were specific to performance-avoidance goals. Indeed, they did not appear for other types 
of goals, which tended to support our interpretation in terms of avoidant and maladaptive motivation, 
which high achievers of first-generation endorse when experiencing mobility.  

Several authors have suggested testing whether social class is linked to goal endorsement (Darnon et 
al., 2012; Elliot, 1999; Huang, 2012), but thus far, empirical research has never addressed this hypothesis 
directly. Our research is the first to provide empirical evidence that beyond individual characteristics, 
social class can be considered a predictor of performance-avoidance goal endorsement. Moreover, our 
findings indicated that this seems to be true only for high achievers. Indeed, for high achieving first-
generation students, entering a university is the beginning of an individual upward mobility process, and 
achieving this process can be difficult as well as threaten their identity (Jetten et al., 2008; Johnson et 
al., 2011; Lee & Kramer, 2013; Ostrove & Long, 2007; Reay et al., 2009). More specifically, because 
of high achievers’ academic success, they are closer to the mobility process compared with low 
achievers and therefore experience the threat associated with identity change the most (Jetten et al., 
2008).  

This identity management process can be particularly difficult, notably because people who pursue 
individual mobility face the risk of encountering double discrimination: from the old group to which 
they belonged and from members of the new group they try to enter (Branscombe & Ellemers, 1998; 
Branscombe, Wann, Noel, & Coleman, 1993; Warner, Hornsey, & Jetten, 2007). Moreover, the ingroup 
and/ or outgroup does not always support individual upward mobility (Van Laar, Bleeker, Ellemers, & 
Meijer, 2014). A possible response to this threatening state can be the adoption of performance-
avoidance goals (Brodish & Devine, 2009; Chalabaev et al., 2008; Ryan & Ryan, 2005; Smith, 2004; 
Ståhl, Van Laar, & Ellemers, 2012).  
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Some limitations of these findings should be noted. First, the variables were all invoked variables. Thus, 
our studies do not allow us to make conclusions about causal relationships among social class, academic 
achievement, and performance-avoidance goal endorsement. The present results were consistently 
obtained across the three studies (Cohen, 1994). Nonetheless, since in the goal literature, academic 
achievement is considered both an antecedent (Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Pulfrey et al., 2011; Senko & 
Harackiewicz, 2005) and a consequence of performance-avoidance goal endorsement (Elliot & Church, 
1997; Van Yperen et al., 2014), future research should replicate the present findings while manipulating 
participants’ group status and achievement. As an example, Ellemers and colleagues (1988, see also 
Scheepers & Ellemers, 2005) manipulated participants’ group status through a group-level feedback and  

participants’ achievement through an individual feedback. In this experiment, Ellemers et al. (1988) 
found that when mobility is possible, participants who were put on a low status-high achieving position 
identified less with their ingroup compared with those who were put on a low status low achieving 
position. We think they should also be more prone to endorse performance-avoidance goal. Second, our 
performance-avoidance goal measure is not optimal. First, even if this scale was used successfully in 
the past, Cronbach’s alphas ranged from poor (.50) to acceptable (.76) across the three studies. 
Furthermore, recent conceptualizations of performance goals make the reference to social comparison 
in the measurement of performance-avoidance goals more explicit (Elliot et al., 2011). Although the 
measure we used in the present research is still frequently being used in current goal research (e.g., 
Putwain, Larkin, & Sander, 2013; Sommet et al., 2014), replicating the present studies with a more 
recent measure of performance-avoidance goals would allow an examination of whether the inclusion 
of social comparisons in the measure of performance-avoidance goals changes the findings. 
Furthermore, it cannot be concluded whether the difference between first-generation and continuing-
generation students in performance-avoidance goal adoption reflects a measurement bias. Indeed, since 
first-generation and continuing-generation students differ in terms of cultural values (Stephens et al., 
2012a, 2012b), the measurement of performance-avoidance goals may not be equivalent within the two 
status groups. As suggested by Zusho and Clayton (2011), examining invariance of the achievement 
goal questionnaire across cultural groups (such as social status) would clarify this issue.  

It is also important to note that the results are interpreted through the identity management process, 
which first-generation students with a high level of academic achievement may face in the context of 
upward mobility. In line with previous research (Jetten et al., 2008; Stephens et al., 2012a, 2012b), we 
think that the poor experience of fit might explain why first-generation students who perform well 
endorse performance-avoidance goals. However, future research should identify whether the processes 
associated with upward mobility (e.g., the sense of academic fit, Walton & Cohen, 2007) mediate the 
findings.  

Finally, the three studies were conducted with psychology students. Most studies on which the present 
research is based examined psychology students (e.g., Brodish & Devine, 2009; Croizet & Claire, 1998; 
Darnon et al., 2009b; Elliot & Church, 1997; Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Iyer et al., 2009; Murayama & 
Elliot, 2012; Van Yperen, 2006; Zusho et al., 2005). However, replicating the results in other academic 
domains (e.g., business, medical, law, arts) would increase the external validity of the findings.  

Interestingly, even if gender was included in the analyses only as a control variable, the three studies 
showed a consistent main effect of gender, with women reporting a higher level of performance-
avoidance goals compared with men, confirming the results obtained previously (Elliot & Church, 1997; 
Howell & Buro, 2009; Smith, 2004). Gender is a relevant indicator of status in our society, as men 
occupy better social positions, earn more money, and are judged to be more competent compared with 
women (Fiske, 2010). Thus, the fact that women endorse more performance-avoidance goals compared 
with men supports the idea that a social position can affect performance-avoidance goal endorsement. 
The very unequal distribution of participants in terms of gender makes it hard to draw a clear conclusion 
on this point; however, future research should examine whether gender is an antecedent of performance-
avoidance goal endorsement.  
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As mentioned earlier, the effects sizes reported in the three studies oscillate from small to moderate. 
Therefore, caution is required regarding the practical implications of the present findings. In particular, 
more research is needed to test additional factors that predict performance-avoidance goals endorsement 
and that may more strongly contribute to educational inequities. However, we think the present results 
point to an important issue that deserves attention. Indeed, several authors have argued that in a 
university as well as other contexts, people are inclined to see inequalities as justified (Jost et al., 2004; 
Jost, Kay, & Thorisdottir, 2009). The present studies suggest that inequalities that are fundamentally 
social (social-class inequalities) can be internalized by first-generation and continuing-generation 
students in the form of differential achievement goal adoption, at least in some contexts like 
psychological studies. In other words, one might be tempted to explain lower success of first-generation 
students by the fact that they are pursuing the “wrong goals” at university, an interpretation that can be 
particularly useful for justifying the very underachievement of these students (Jost & Hunyady, 2005; 
Van Laar & Sidanius, 2001). However, such interpretation conceals the fact that this goal endorsement 
stems from one’s social-class background. In practice, we do believe that educators should be aware of 
the potential risk of interpreting social-class differences in terms of motivational differences and keep 
in mind that what might initially appear to be an individual characteristic (e.g., a high level of 
performance-avoidance goal endorsement) can actually be, at least partially, a consequence of social 
belongings (e.g., being a member of low status groups).  
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