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Abstract

Abundant research has shown that the endorsement of performance-avoidance goals in academic contexts
is associated with negative outcomes, including poor academic achievement. The present study tests
students’ social class as a moderator of the relationship between performance-avoidance goals and
achievement. Two hundred thirty students (106 lower-class students and 124 upper-class students, Mage =
18.57, SD = 1.28) were asked to report the highest academic degree obtained by their mother and father
and complete a performance-avoidance goal scale. Participants’ initial academic level was measured. In
addition, depending on the condition, they were led to believe they had great (vs. poor) chances to succeed
at the university. They then solved Advanced Progressive Matrices measuring their achievement. As
expected, performance-avoidance goals negatively predicted achievement only for lower-class students,
and this moderation mainly appeared for high academic achievers. The manipulation of the success vs.
failure expectancies did not moderate the effect. These results confirm that the adoption of performance-
avoidance goals would be especially deleterious for lower-class students who succeed, supporting an
interpretation in terms of the upward mobility process lower-class students achieve when succeeding in
higher education.

Keywords: Performance-avoidance goals; Achievement, Social class; First generation; College, upward

mobility.

Introduction

In the achievement goal literature, avoidance
goals (i.e., mastery-avoidance and performance-
avoidance goals) are wusually identified as
deleterious forms of motivation (for a review, see
Moller and Elliot, 2006). In particular, research
on performance-avoidance goals (i.e., trying not
to perform poorly) has led to a large consensus:
the endorsement of these goals is related to
several negative academic outcomes, including
academic achievement (Darnon, Butera, Mugny,
Quiamzade, and Hulleman, 2009; Durik,
Lovejoy, and Johnson, 2009; Elliot and
Murayama, 2008; Elliot, Murayama, and Pekrun,
2011; Huang, 2012; Meece, Anderman, and
Anderman, 2006; Van Yperen, Blaga, and
Postmes, 2014). However, recent research has
pointed out that the endorsement of these goals
does not have the same consequences for all
categories of individuals (Chalabaev, Major,
Sarrazin, and Cury, 2012; Deemer, Smith,
Carroll, and Carpenter, 2014). In the present

paper, we seek to examine social class and
academic abilities as moderators of the link
between performance-avoidance goal
endorsement and achievement in a college
context.

Performance-Avoidance Goals and Academic
Achievement

A central question in the achievement goal
literature is the extent to which different types of
goals facilitate or wundermine academic
achievement (e.g., Barron and Harackiewicz,
2001; Midgley, Kaplan, and Middleton, 2001).
Therefore, a large amount of research has
investigated whether the endorsement of
mastery-approach (i.e., trying to learn), mastery-
avoidance (i.e., trying to avoid not learning),
performance-approach (i.e., trying to outperform
others), and performance-avoidance goals is
related to academic achievement and under
which conditions (for meta-analyses, see
Hulleman, Schrager, Bodmann, and
Harackiewicz, 2010; Linnenbrink-Garcia, Tyson,
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and Patall, 2008; Van Yperen et al., 2014).

Earlier work has argued that mastery goals
should be positively related to academic
outcomes while performance goals should not
(Dweck, 1986; Elliott and Dweck, 1988).
However, data did not always support this claim
(Barron and Harackiewicz, 2003; Harackiewicz,
Barron, Pintrich, Elliot, and Thrash, 2002;
Midgley et al., 2001; Kaplan and Middleton,
2002). The introduction of the
approach/avoidance distinction for performance
goals (Elliot and Church, 1997) helped draw
clearer conclusions. Indeed, if performance-
approach goals are usually positively associated
with academic success (Harackiewicz, Barron,
Tauer, and Elliot, 2002; Harackiewicz, Barron,
Tauer, Carter, and Elliot, 2000), at least in some
conditions (Dompnier, Darnon, and Butera,
2013; Grant and Dweck, 2003), performance-
avoidance goals are consistently related to
negative academic outcomes. For example, the
endorsement of performance-avoidance goals is
associated with the use of surface learning or
disorganization (Coutinho and Neumann, 2008;
Darnon and Butera, 2005; Elliot and McGregor,
2001; Elliot, 1999; Howell and Watson, 2007),
self-handicapping (Lovejoy and Durik, 2010;
Urdan, 2004), low help-seeking (Karabenick,
2003, 2004; Poortvliet and Darnon, 2010;
Roussel, Elliot, and Feltman, 2011), and low
intrinsic motivation (Elliot and Church, 1997;
Elliot and Harackiewicz, 1996; Elliot and
Murayama, 2008; Elliot et al., 2011). More
importantly,  performance-avoidance  goals
usually negatively predict academic achievement
(Elliot and Murayama, 2008; Huang, 2012;
Hulleman et al., 2010; Van Yperen et al., 2014).

Although this research mainly reports the
main effects of performance-avoidance goal
endorsement on academic outcomes, recent
meta-analyses suggest the existence of potential
moderators of this effect. For example, the
strength of the link between performance-
avoidance goals and academic achievement
could depend on the achievement goal measure
(Hulleman et al., 2010), the achievement domain
(Van Yperen et al., 2014), one’s culture
(Hulleman et al., 2010; King, 2016), or even
one’s gender (Chalabaev et al., 2012; Deemer et
al., 2014). Interestingly, Huang (2012) recently
called for more research examining the
moderating effects of important demographic
variables, such as students’ social class.
Following this recommendation, Darnon, Jury,
and Aeclenei (2018) recently showed that
students’ social class could moderate both the

effects of performance-approach goals and
mastery-approach goals on students’ academic
achievement. Indeed, performance-approach
goal endorsement appeared to be positively
associated with achievement only for upper-class
students whereas mastery-approach goals tended
to do so only for lower-class students. However,
in this research, performance-avoidance goals
were not examined. In the present paper, we
argue that, in a higher education context,
students’ social class can also moderate the effect
of performance-avoidance goals on academic
achievement.

Social Class as a Moderator of the link
between Performance-Avoidance Goals and
Achievement

According to Elliot (1999), performance-
avoidance goals are deleterious for achievement
due to the prospect of potential failure that
impairs affective and cognitive resources needed
for a task (see also Elliot and Harackiewicz,
1996). Individuals who pursue performance-
avoidance goals “construe the achievement
setting as a threat, because they perceive the
demands of the task as outweighing their
resources” (Chalabaev, Major, Cury, and
Sarrazin, 2009, p. 991). In fact, upper-class
individuals are more equipped (i.e., have more
resources) than lower-class students to face these
cognitive and affective disruptions and, thus, are
less likely to suffer from performance-avoidance
goal adoption than lower-class students. Indeed,
converging evidence in the field has shown that
lower-class individuals are particularly likely to
perceive their environment as threatening and to
experience heightened reactions compared to
upper-class individuals (Kraus, Piff, Mendoza-
Denton, Rheinschmidt, and Keltner, 2012). For
example, lower-class individuals often anticipate
hostile emotions from others (Kraus, Horberg,
Goetz, and Keltner, 2011). In the same vein,
lower-class children are more likely to display
heightened cardiovascular reactivity during
stressful situations than upper-class children
because they appraise ambiguous social
situations as threatening (Chen and Matthews,
2001).

In addition, according to Elliot and
Harackiewicz (1996, p. 462), adopting
performance-avoidance goals elicits “anxiety-
based preoccupation with self-presentational
rather than the task.” Supporting this idea, recent
research has documented that the negative effects
of induced performance-avoidance goals on
achievement were particularly likely to occur
after a failure, with a mediation by “self-related
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thoughts™” (Dickhauser, Buch, and Dickhauser,
2011). Because of their poor reputation in terms
of competence (Croizet and Claire, 1998;
Durante, Tablante, and Fiske, 2017; see also
Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, and Xu, 2002), lower-class
students are particularly concerned about how
others perceive themselves. This is less the case
of upper-class students who may have few doubts
about their legitimacy within the college context
(Ostrove and Long, 2007; Rubin, 2012) or their
academic competence (Ivcevic and Kaufman,
2013; Kudrna, Furnham, and Swami, 2010;
Ramos-Sanchez and Nichols, 2007). For these
reasons, performance-avoidance goals should be
more negatively related to achievement among
lower-class than among upper-class students.

Performance-Avoidance Goal, Academic
Achievement, and the Upward Mobility
Process

Enrolling in higher education is a step, but
succeeding in higher education is another one
that appears to be particularly threatening for
lower-class students (Destin and Debrosse, 2017,
Jury, Bruno, and Darnon, 2018). Indeed, if they
graduate, lower-class students, especially first-
generation students (i.e., students whose neither
parent graduated from higher education), will
attain a higher level of education than that of their
parents, meaning they are in an important and
potentially costly upward mobility process.
Social mobility involves identity changes that can
be difficult to handle (Amiot, Terry, Wirawan,
and Grice, 2010; DeRosa and Dolby, 2014;
Jetten, Lyer, Tsivrikos, and Young, 2008; Ostrove
and Long, 2007). In particular, when they
experience upward mobility and discover a new
social context, lower-class students feel a great
sense of uncertainty about their own status and
future identities (Destin and Debrosse, 2017). As
a result, the threat lower-class students
experience because of their background could be
increased for those who are on track to achieve
success.

In line with that idea, recent research has
documented that the effect of social class on
performance-avoidance goal endorsement in
higher education was stronger for high academic
achievers than for low academic achievers (Jury,
Smeding, Court, and Darnon, 2015) and stronger
when lower-class students experienced success
than when they experienced failure (Jury et al.,
2018). This work leads to the thinking that the

* We certify that all the measures and experimental conditions of
the study are reported in the manuscript. The full material of this

endorsement of performance-avoidance goals
may therefore be particularly harmful for
competent lower-class students—namely, those
who are the closest to experience upward
mobility.

Overview and Hypotheses

In the present research, the association
between performance-avoidance goal
endorsement and achievement will be examined
among lower-class (i.e., first generation) and
upper-class (i.e., continuing generation) students
who are in an upward mobility process (i.e.,
receive positive feedback or have high academic
ability) or not (i.e., receive negative feedback or
have poor academic ability). First, we expect
social class to moderate the effect of
performance-avoidance goals on achievement.
More precisely, the negative link between
performance-avoidance goals and achievement
should be stronger for lower-class students than
for upper-class students. Moreover, this
interaction should be moderated by both the
initial level of academic achievement and a
manipulation of the expectancy of success versus
failure. Indeed, as developed above, lower-class
students who suffer the most in a higher
education context are those who experience
upward mobility (Jury et al, 2018).
Consequently, the above effect (moderation of
the effect of performance-avoidance goals by
social class) should be stronger among students
who are on track to achieve upward mobility.
Thus, it should be stronger among high academic
achievers than among low academic achievers.
For the same reasons, it should also be stronger
for students who receive positive feedback
regarding their chances of success at the
university than for those who receive negative
feedback.*

Method

Participants and Procedure

An a priori power analysis was conducted to
determine our sample size. Assuming a low effect
size (n,>=.04), 191 participants were required to
have 80% chances to detect our effect. To
increase safety margins, we planned to run 230
participants. Participants were 231 undergraduate
psychology students who volunteered to
participate to this study in exchange for course
credit. Because of one missing data on the initial
abilities measure, our final sample included 230

study as well as the raw data are available on Open Science
Framework at osf.io/375a8.
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participants: 197 women and 33 men, with a
mean age of 18.57 years (SD = 1.28). In the
present sample, women represented more than
85%, which corresponds to the usual distribution
of students in Psychology.

The experiment was presented as part of a
national survey on success in higher education.
Participants were received by groups of five in
the lab. They were first asked to report the highest
academic degree obtained by their mother and
father and then to complete a measure of
performance-avoidance goals. Afterward, they
carried out a task presented as highlighting the
qualities of logic and reasoning necessary to
succeed at the university. Participants were told
that successful completion of this task strongly
predicted success in the bachelor’s degree
program. This task was a short version of
Advanced Progressive Matrices (Arthur and Day,
1994). Participants analyzed a series of symbols
and had to choose the one (from among eight
proposals) that would the most appropriately
complete the series. Participants first completed
five matrices (i.e., the series of symbol), which
were used as a basis for the bogus feedback they
would receive. They then carried out the main
achievement task, which consisted of six other
matrices from the Advanced Progressive
Matrices. After the task, participants reported
demographic information and the grade they
obtained on the baccalaureate (i.e., the French
high-school exit exam). Finally, they were all
debriefed and thanked for their participation.

Measures

Social class. Based on previous research (Jury
etal., 2015; Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, Johnson,
and Covarrubias, 2012), parental level of
education was used to assess students’ social
class. Participants were asked to report their
mothers’ and fathers’ highest academic degrees.
Participants with at least one parent who had a
higher-education degree were coded as
continuing-generation students (n = 124). The
others were coded as first-generation students (n
=106).

Performance-avoidance goals. Two
measures of performance-avoidance goals were
used. The first one was extracted from Elliot and
McGregor’s  (2001)  Achievement  Goal
Questionnaire (in its French version, validated by
Darnon and Butera, 2005). This measure
contained three items (e.g., “I just want to avoid
doing poorly in my studies”; o = .50, M = 4.79,
SD =1.17) and is frequently used in research on
self-set achievement goals (for examples, see

Brodish and Devine, 2009; Jury et al., 2015; Jury
et al., 2018). However, a revised version (Elliot
and Murayama, 2008) with items referring more
explicitly to others (e.g., “My goal is to avoid
having worse performance than other students”)
has emerged in the literature. In the present study,
this revised goal measure, labeled “other-
avoidance goals” (o= .84, M =3.13, SD = 1.42)
was also included. For both measures,
participants had to answer on a 7-point scale from
1 “not at all true of me” to 7 “very true of me”
regarding their goals for their studies “in
general”. It is worth noting that preliminary
analyses tested whether social class impacted
performance-avoidance and other-avoidance
goals. These analyses revealed no effect of social
class on either performance-avoidance goals, B =
-0.07, 1(228) = -0.96, p = .34, or other-avoidance
goals, B=-0.07, #(228) =-0.72, p = .48.

Manipulation of failure versus success
expectancies. The first five matrices served as a
basis for the bogus feedback. Participants were
told that the successful completion of this task
strongly predicted success in the bachelor’s
degree program. Once completed, participants
had to call the experimenter. The experimenter
then gave them their bogus score, which was 80
for all participants. Participants were then asked
to report this score on a scale, supposedly
corresponding to their chances to pass their
bachelor’s degree program, but which differed
depending on the condition. In the failure
expectancy condition (n = 118), the score of 80
corresponded to a 10% chance of graduating. In
the success expectancy condition (n = 112), the
score of 80 corresponded to a 90% chance of
graduating.

Achievement. The performance obtained on
the main task—namely, the six other Raven’s
Standard Progressive Matrices—served as an
achievement measure. The score for these six
items was calculated by adding the number of
matrices adequately answered (M = 2.30, SD =
1.25).

Initial abilities. As participants were at the
beginning of their studies, the mean grade they
obtained on the high school exit exam
(baccalaureate), which could range from 10
(passing level) to 20 (M = 12.27, SD = 1.71;
current range from 8.80 to 17.30) was used as a
measure of initial academic  abilities.
Intercorrelations among variables are presented
in Table 1.
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Table 1.
Intercorrelations among variables

M SD 1 2 3 4 5
1. Initial abilities 12.27 1.71 L
2. Performance-avoidance 479 117 -10
goals _
3. Other-avoidance goals 3.13 1.42 .04 38" o
4. Performance 2.30 1.25 .11 -.12¢ -.03 .
5. Feedback condition L =05 -.05 -.04 .08 o
5% -.06 -.05 -.03 -.09

6. Social class _

Note.'p < .10,"p <.05. "p < .01
Table 2.

Summary of the two regression model (PAV and OAV) results

Perf-avoidance goals (PAV)

Other-avoidance goals (OAV)

B t p B t p

Manipulation of failure vs. success .063 0.758 .449 .095 1.129 .260
expectancies (Cond)

Performance/other avoidance goals -199 -2.717 .007 -.064 -1.041 .299
(P/OAY)

Initial abilities (TA) .092 1.811 .072 .062 1.170 243
Social Class (SC) -.094 -1.129 .260 -.052 -0.623 534
Cond X SC .054 0.653 515 .036 0.429 .668
P/OAV X SC 183 2.496 .013 -.005 -0.080 936
P/OAV X Cond .058 0.789 431 .022 0.353 725
P/OAV X SC X Cond -077 -1.054 .293 .014 0.230 818
P/OAV X TA -.006 -0.141 .888 -.008 -0.193 .847
P/OAV X Cond X TA .085 2.014 .045 -.020 -0.500 617
P/OAV X SC X I4 .078 1.854 .065 .092 2.299 .022
P/OAV X SC X Cond X TA -.108 -2.575 011 -.074 -1.849 .066
TA X Cond -113 -2.219 .028 -.073 -1.377 .170
TAXSC .057 1.115 266 .048 0.912 .363
TA X Cond X SC .044 0.862 .390 .024 0.463 .644

Note. The expected effects are in italic.

Results

Regression analyses were conducted to test
whether performance-avoidance goals interacted
with social class, initial academic ability, and
feedback to predict achievement. A first set of
regressions  tested the hypotheses with
performance-avoidance goals. A second one
tested the same hypotheses with other-avoidance
goals. The results are summarized in Table 2.

Performance-avoidance Goals

The regression analyses included four
predictors: social class (coded -1 for first-
generation students and +1 for continuing-
generation students), feedback (coded -1 for
failure feedback and +1 for success feedback),
performance-avoidance goals and initial abilities
(both mean-centered), as well as all possible
interactions among these four terms. The main
effect of performance-avoidance goals was
significant, B = -0.20, #214) = -2.72, p = .007,
Ny = .03, 95% CI [-0.34, -0.05]. In line with

existing results in the literature, the higher
participants’ performance-goal endorsement, the
lower their achievement. The main effects of
social class, B=-0.09, #(214)=-1.13, p = .26, and
feedback condition, B = 0.06, #(214) = 0.76, p =
45, were not significant. More importantly, as
expected, performance-avoidance goals
interacted with social class, B = 0.18, #(214) =
2.50, p = .013, np,* = .02, 95% CI [0.03, 0.32].
This interaction is depicted in Figure 1. Simple
slope analyses revealed that performance-
avoidance goals  negatively  predicted
achievement for first-generation students, B = -
0.36, #(214) = -3.32, p = .001, n,*> = .04, 95% CI
[-.57, -.14], but not for continuing-generation
students, B =-0.03, #(214) < 1.

As developed above, we expected this 2-way
interaction to be moderated by (1) the feedback
and (2) the level of initial abilities. As far as
feedback is concerned, contrary to the
expectations, the 3-way interaction among social
class, feedback condition, and performance
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avoidance-goals was not significant, B = -0.08,
t(214) = -1.05, p = .29. As far as initial abilities
are concerned, the expected 3-way interaction
among social class, initial academic abilities, and
performance avoidance-goals was marginal, B =
0.08, 1(214)=1.85, p = .065, n,> = .01, 95% CI [-
0.005, 0.16]. As depicted in Figure 2, the
moderation of the effect of performance-
avoidance goals by students’ social class
discussed above was stronger (and significant)
for those with a high level of initial abilities (i.e.,
one standard deviation above the mean), B =
0.32, 1214) = 3.16, p = .002, n,> = .04, 95% CI
[0.11, 0.51], than for those who have a low level
of initial academic abilities (i.e., one standard
deviation below the mean), B = 0.05, #(214) < 1.

4

Social class

— Lower

Achievement

- Upper

v v
Low -1 SD High +1 SD
Performance-avoidance goals

Figure 1. Achievement as a function of social class
and performance-avoidance goal endorsement. Errors
bars represent 95% confidence intervals.

Interestingly, and unexpectedly, the 4-way
interaction among social class, feedback
condition, performance-avoidance goals, and
initial abilities was also significant, B = -0.11,
1(214) =-2.58, p = .011,n,> = .03, 95% CI [-.19,
-.02]. Further analyses indicated that the
previously discussed interaction among social
class, performance-avoidance goals, and initial
abilities is only observed for participants in the
failure condition, B = 0.19, #(214) = 2.89, p =

$ It is worth noting that the main effect of initial ability was
marginal, B =0.09, #214) = 1.81, p =.072, n,*> = .01, 95% CI [-
0.008, 0.19], the higher participants’ initial ability, the higher they
tend to achieve. Furthermore, feedback interacted with initial
abilities, B=-0.11, #(214) =-2.22, p = .028, 1> = .02, 95% CI [-

.004, 2 = .03, 95% CI [0.05, 0.31], but was not
significant in the success condition, B = -0.03,
1(214) <13

Other-avoidance Goals

Further regression analyses were conducted in
order to test the same model with other-
avoidance goals instead of performance-
avoidance goals. As can be seen in Table 2, most
of the relations identified with PAV goals go in
the same direction as OAV goals, but are lower
and mostly non-significant. None of the main
effects were significant: B=-0.06, #214) =-1.04,
p = .30, for other-avoidance goals; B = -0.05,
#(214) < 1, for social class; B = 0.10, #(214) =
1.13, p = .26, for feedback; and B = 0.06, #(214)
=1.17, p = .24, for initial abilities. The expected
interaction between other-avoidance goals and
social class was not significant either, B =-0.01,
1(214) < 1.

Only two significant effects occurred. First,
the expected interaction among social class,
other-avoidance goals, and initial ability was
significant, B =0.09, #214) = 2.30, p = .022, n,’
= .02, 95% CI [0.01, 0.17]. Like performance-
avoidance goals, simple effects analyses revealed
that the expected interaction between other-
avoidance goals and social class tends to be
positive at a high level of initial academic
abilities, although non-significant, B =0.15,
1(214) = 1.54, p = .13, n,,> = .01, 95% CI [-0.04,
0.34]. It became negative for students with a poor
initial academic abilities, B =-0.16, #214) = -
1.91, p = .058, n,* = .01, 95% CI [-0.32, 0.005].
Second, the 4-way interaction among other-
avoidance goals, social class, feedback, and
initial abilities was marginally significant, B =-
0.07, #214) = -1.85, p = .066, n,* = .01, 95% CI
[-0.15, 0.005].

As for performance-avoidance goals, the
interaction among other-avoidance goals, social
class, and initial abilities was significant for
participants in the failure condition, B =0.17,
#(214)=2.57, p = .011, n,> = .03, 95% CI [0.03,
0.29], but not for those in the success condition,
B=0.02,1214)< 1.

0.21, -0.01]. Simple slope analyses revealed that initial abilities
positively predicted achievement in the failure feedback condition,
B=0.21,4214)=2.74, p=.007, n,> = .03, 95% CI [0.05, 0.35],
but was not significantly related to achievement in the success
feedback condition, B =-0.02, #214) < 1.
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Achievement

Low -1 SD High +1 SD
Performance-avoidance goals

Social class

— Lower

-+ Upper

Low -1SD High +1 SD

Performance-avoidance goals

Figure 2. Achievement as a function of social class and performance-avoidance goal endorsement at a low level
of initial abilities (-1 SD below the mean, left panel) and at a high level of initial abilities (+1 SD above the
mean, right panel). Errors bars represent 95% confidence interval.

No other effects reached significance (all ps >
A7)

Discussion
Summary of the Findings

The aim of the present paper was to test social
class as a moderator of the link between
performance-avoidance goals and achievement.
As discussed herein, previous research has
documented that lower-class students are
particularly likely to perceive their environment
as threatening; this perceived threat can, in turn,
impair their achievement (Chen and Matthews,
2001; Croizet and Claire, 1998; Kraus and
Stephens, 2012). Results obtained in the present
study confirm that performance-avoidance goals
were more negatively related to achievement for
lower-class than for upper-class students. As
such, the present finding confirms that social
class has the potential to moderate not only the
effects of mastery-approach and performance-
approach (Darnon et al, 2018) but also
performance-avoidance goals. In addition, the
identified interaction tended to be moderated by
students” level of ability. Indeed, the
endorsement of performance-avoidance goals
tended to be the most disruptive for the highly
competent lower-class students. Thus, in line

** Since the reliability of the performance-avoidance goal score is
quite low, in supplementary analyses, a global avoidance score
was computed. This score aggregated the performance-avoidance
and other-avoidance goal items (= .73, M =3.96, SD = 1.08).
Then, the same regression model as before, but replacing
performance-avoidance or other-avoidance goals by the global
avoidance goal score was conducted. The main effect of
performance-avoidance goals was significant, B =-0.19, #(214) = -
2.34, p = .020. In addition, although performance-avoidance goals
did not significantly interact with social class, B =0.12, #(214) =

with previous research (Jury et al., 2015), the
present result supports upward mobility as one of
the explanation of the difficulties encountered by
lower-class students in the college context.

For similar reasons (i.e., the upward mobility
process), we expected the interaction between
performance-avoidance goals and social class to
be stronger among participants who received
positive feedback regarding their chances of
success in higher education than among
participants who received negative feedback.
Thus, we expected the interaction between social
class and performance-avoidance goals to be
moderated not only by the academic level, but
also by the manipulation of failure versus success
expectancies. Contrary to our hypotheses, this
was not the case, suggesting that the
manipulation had less impact or was less strongly
associated with the students’ representation of
their skills than their actual level. This finding is
consistent with research showing that initial
academic ability had a stronger influence and
moderated the effect of other variables on
academic achievement more often than
manipulated expectancies (Harackiewicz et al.,
2002; Senko and Harackiewicz, 2005). However,
it is worth noting that the 4-way interaction was
significant. Indeed, unexpectedly, social class

1.54, p = .13, the 3-way interaction between social class, initial
academic abilities, and performance avoidance-goals was
significant, B = 0.14, #(214) = 2.84, p = .005. Just like for
performance-avoidance goals, the moderation of the effect of
performance-avoidance goals by students’ social class was
significant for high academic achievers (i.e., one standard
deviation above the mean), B = 0.36, #214) = 2.98, p = .003, but
was not significant for low academic achievers (i.e., one standard
deviation below the mean), B =-0.12, #214) = - 1,05, p = .29.
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interacted with performance-avoidance goals and
initial abilities to predict achievement in the
failure condition but not in the expected success
condition. The fact that this interaction is a 4-way
interaction, resulting in quite a low number of
participants in each condition, prevents clear
conclusions from being drawn on that issue.
However, it seems reasonable to argue that
contrary to the success condition, which may
have reassured successful first-generation
students, the failure condition might have been
quite threatening for these students, raising
doubts about their real ability to achieve upward
mobility.

It is worth noting that the present research
measured both performance-avoidance and
other-avoidance goals. Other-avoidance goals
proved to be less predictive of achievement than
performance-avoidance goals. In addition, as
evident in Table 2, the expected interactions
appeared for performance-avoidance goals more
so than for other-avoidance goals. Such a finding
echoes other research showing that the negative
relationship between performance-avoidance
goals and achievement mostly occurs with
measures that do not involve explicit social
comparison (Hulleman et al., 2010; Key, Conley,
Duncan, and Domina, 2012).

Limitations

Some limitations should be noted. First, in the
present research, goals, social class, and initial
abilities were all invoked variables. Therefore,
causality cannot be established. Although
situationally induced goals usually get similar
results with invoked self-reported goals
(Linnenbrink-Garcia et al., 2008; Van Yperen et
al., 2014; Van Yperen, Blaga, and Postmes,
2015), replicating the present results with
manipulated goals would nicely complement the
present findings. Second, it should be noted that
the internal consistency coefficient of the
performance-avoidance goal scale is relatively
weak (o = .51). The fact that the expected
interaction is also observed with the more reliable
other-avoidance goal scale (o = .84) gives us
confidence on the validity of this finding.
However, as mentioned earlier, the results
obtained with performance-avoidance goals are
not consistently obtained with other-avoidance
goals, and the former seems to be more predictive
of'achievement than the latter (Table 2). For these
reasons, we believe a more systematic
comparison between the effects of these two
measures is required to clarify the specific
components of performance-avoidance goals
(fear of failure, social comparison, avoidance

orientation, etc.) that are deleterious for
achievement. Third, our sample only involved
psychology students and was not gender balanced
(i.e., more than 85% of women). Because gender
could moderate the effect of performance-
avoidance goals (Chalabaev et al., 2012; Deemer
et al., 2014), future research should replicate the
present findings in different fields of study in
order to increase the generalizability of the
present findings. Finally, the present research did
not measure perception of mobility. Thus, it is
difficult to ensure that the moderation by
academic ability is due to an upward mobility
process experienced by high (but not low)
academic achievers. For that reason, future
research should test whether the perception of
upward mobility (Jury et al., 2018) could mediate
this interaction.

Conclusion

The effects of social class on various
psychological outcomes, including academic
performance, have attracted growing interest
recently (e.g., Goudeau and Croizet, 2017; Jury
et al., 2017; Stephens, Brannon, Markus, and
Nelson, 2015). One of the results obtained in a
higher education context is that lower-class
students are particularly likely to endorse
performance-avoidance goals, especially if they
have a high level of performance (Jury et al.,
2015). Linking this finding to the one reported in
the present manuscript underscores that students
who are the most likely to endorse performance-
avoidance goals are also those who are the most
likely to see their achievement impaired by the
endorsement of these goals. Consequently, the
underachievement of lower-class students is
itself reinforced by their endorsement of the
maladaptive forms of goals, confirming the
tendency, for low-status group members, to
sometime endorse self-debilitating beliefs and
behaviors (Halabi, Dovidio, and Nadler, 2008;
Jost, Gaucher, and Stern, 2015; Levin, Frederico,
Sidanius, and Rabinowitz, 2000). We believe the
present research illustrates this phenomenon in a
higher education context.
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