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ABSTRACT

Keywords: Researchers now recognize that affluent youth experience tremendous achievement
AChleve_meﬂthHented values pressures, yet contributing factors or outcomes are rarely explored. Using a sample of
Goal orientation affluent adolescents, the present study investigates the mediating role of goal orientation

Motivational climate
Adolescent adjustment
Affluent youth

(GO) on relations between school motivational climate (MC) and adolescent adjustment.
Adolescents from four high schools completed measures of MC (i.e., Performance and
Mastery), GO (i.e., Ego and Task), and adjustment (i.e., depressive symptoms, anxiety, and
life satisfaction). Performance climates were associated with more adjustment problems
while Mastery climates were associated with fewer adjustment problems. Adolescents
with higher Ego orientation reported more depressive and anxiety symptoms, while ad-
olescents with higher Task orientation indicated fewer depressive symptoms and greater
life satisfaction. Adolescent Task orientation mediated the relations between Mastery
climate and two adjustment outcomes (i.e., depressive symptoms and life satisfaction).
Results suggest the importance of non-competitive achievement-oriented values and
collaborative school contexts in adolescent adjustment.
© 2012 The Foundation for Professionals in Services for Adolescents. Published by Elsevier
Ltd. All rights reserved.

Studies suggest that adolescents in affluent communities experience tremendous achievement pressures (Luthar, 2003;
Luthar & Becker, 2002), yet the current literature lacks examination of contributing factors or their links to adjustment
problems. Although the popular press has identified affluent youth as a struggling population, there is a paucity of empirical
research to support this claim; the research community is just beginning to investigate developmental contexts unique to
affluent youth. One potential influence that has been identified involves achievement-oriented values (i.e., upward mobility)
typically found in affluent communities (Luthar & Latendresse, 2005b; Luthar & Sexton, 2004) and evident in schools where
adolescents feel pressured (Luthar & D’Avanzo, 1999). Drawing on existing literature on motivational climate (MC) and goal
orientation (GO), this study seeks to better understand relations between MC, GO, and adjustment (i.e., depressive symptoms,
anxiety, life satisfaction) among adolescents from affluent communities.!
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3316; fax: +1 (773) 508 8713.
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1 Non-affluent adolescents may also be affected by GO and MC, however, the rationale for examining an affluent population is based on research
suggesting that certain achievement-oriented values (e.g., upward mobility, prestige, success) are emphasized in affluent communities, thus leading to
significant achievement pressures (Luthar & Latendresse, 2005a; Luthar & Sexton, 2004). The study of GO and MC are particularly relevant in this pop-
ulation given clinical accounts (see Levine, 2006) which suggest that affluent youth are highly competitive and rely on prestige, grades, and beating others
to establish their sense of self. Furthermore, researchers suggest that, rather than comparing groups of people who differ in culture or social class, a specific
group should be valued for its own sake and need not be compared to another group (Suzuki & Ponterotto, 2008).
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Motivational climate (MC) involves a perception of how the environment evaluates one’s achievement. Ames (1992)
indicated that schools might endorse an MC that (1) underscores social comparison and competition (i.e., Performance cli-
mate) or (2) promotes learning and cooperation (i.e., Mastery climate) (see Table 1). Adolescents perceiving a Performance
climate tend to report greater achievement pressures (Newton, Duda, & Yin, 2000). Conversely, perceptions of a Mastery
climate are positively associated with adaptive psychological states (e.g., purposeful) but negatively linked to maladaptive
states (e.g., disengaged; Bortoli, Bertollo, & Robazza, 2009). Although the nature of the MC may be established by significant
individuals within the school who endorse particular criteria for success (Smith, Smoll, & Cumming, 2009), adolescents’
perceptions of their schools’ MC are key in understanding their experience.

Similar to MC, goal orientation (GO) theory suggests that individuals hold achievement-related beliefs that determine how
they define success (e.g., Dweck, 1984; Maehr, 1983). Nicholls (1984 ) defined two types of GO: (1) ability relative to others (i.e.,
Ego orientation) and (2) learning and improvement relative to individual capacity (i.e., Task orientation) (see Table 1). Ego
orientation is associated with more performance anxiety, lower intrinsic motivation, and withdrawal in response to failure
(Newton & Duda, 1993; Roberts, 2001, 2006; Roberts, Treasure, & Conroy, 2007). In contrast, Task orientation is linked to less
performance anxiety, higher intrinsic motivation, and persistence when faced with setbacks (Ames, 1992; Duda, 1993; Duda &
Ntoumanis, 2005; Kavussanu & Roberts, 1996).

Like self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000), MC and GO theories focus on understanding the social-contextual
conditions that facilitate or impede self-motivation and healthy development. Although it is clear that contextual sur-
rounds impact adolescent adjustment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), associations between MC and GO are less clear-cut (Ames,
1992; Nicholls, Cheung, Lauer, & Patashnick, 1989). Some studies indicate that GO changes based on the current MC
(Smith et al., 2009), while others suggest that GOs develop into dispositional traits (Ames, 1992; Nicholls et al., 1989). The goal
of this study is to test a mediational model (see Fig. 1) to clarify relations among perceptions of achievement-oriented values
within the school environment (i.e., MC), achievement-oriented values (i.e., GO), and adjustment problems (i.e., depressive
symptoms, anxiety, life satisfaction) among adolescents from affluent communities.

Method
Participants

Participants included 10th graders (N = 123; M age = 15.54; 42% male; 84% Caucasian) from suburbs in the Northeast and
Midwest. Schools were selected from townships with: (1) a median annual family income at or above $100,000 and (2) at
least 25% of adults with a graduate degree (see Luthar & Goldstein, 2008; Luthar, Shoum, & Brown, 2006) according to census
data provided by city-data.com. Eighty-five percent of parents reported earning more than $100,000 per year? and 57% of
parents reported that they had graduate degree.

Measures

Motivational climate

A modified version of the Perceived Motivational Climate in Sport Questionnaire (PMCSQ-2; Newton et al., 2000) was used to
assess adolescents’ perceptions of school MC. Although developed to assess MC in sports settings, this measure was modified
to assess MC in an academic setting (i.e., “Players are ‘psyched’ when they do better than their teammates in a game” was
changed to “Students are ‘psyched’ when they do better than their classmates on a test”). A 5-point Likert scale (1 = not at all
true, 5 = very true) was used. Both Performance and Mastery subscales demonstrated acceptable internal consistency (« = .88
and .85, respectively).

Goal orientation

Adolescent GO was assessed using the Task and Ego in Sport Questionnaire (TEOSQ; Duda & Nicholls, 1992). Participants
were asked to consider times they felt most successful in academics. Task-oriented (e.g., “I work really hard”) and Ego-
oriented (e.g., “I get the highest grades”) items were indicated on a Likert scale (1 = strongly agree, 5 = strongly disagree).
Task and Ego subscales demonstrated acceptable internal consistency (« = .87 and .92, respectively).

Adolescent adjustment

The Achenbach Youth Self Report-Depression scale (YSR-D; Clarke, Lewinsohn, Hops, & Seeley, 1992) and Anxiety scale (YSR-
A?) from the 118-item YSR measure (Achenbach, 1991) were used to assess adolescent depression and anxiety. Participants
indicated whether each statement was not true (0), somewhat true (1), or very true (2). Depression and anxiety subscales
demonstrated good reliability (« = .85 and .91, respectively).

2 Mean levels of study constructs (i.e., GO, MC, adjustment) did not differ as a function of income.
3 Clarke et al. (1992) did not develop an anxiety scale of the Youth Self-Report, thus the same items composing the CBCL-A (Kendall et al., 2007) were
used to construct the YSR-A for the current study.
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Table 1
Comparing motivational climate (performance and mastery) with goal orientation (ego and task).
Corresponding motivational climate (MC) Description Adjustment outcomes
and goal orientation (GO) classifications (as suggested by the literature)
School context performance MC Winning, beating others, achievement, success, Negative
Individual context ego GO social comparison, interpersonal competition,
superiority, mistakes are unacceptable
School context mastery MC Learning, improvement, understanding, Positive
Individual context task GO skill advancement, self-improvement,

exceeding personal records, effort, cooperation,
mistakes are part of the learning process

The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) was used to assess life satisfaction (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985). Par-
ticipants responded to 5-items (e.g. “In most ways, my life is close to ideal”) using a 1-7 scale (1 = strongly disagree;
7 = strongly agree). This measure also demonstrated good reliability (o = .88).

Results

Means and standard deviations for all variables are presented in Table 2.% Ego orientation and Performance climate scores
were relatively low while Task orientation and Mastery climate scores were relatively high. Mean levels of depressive and
anxiety symptoms were both low and life satisfaction was relatively high, suggesting that adolescents were generally well-
adjusted.

Correlations among all study variables are presented in Table 3. Adolescents who perceived more of a Mastery climate also
were more Task-oriented, and those who perceived more of a Performance climate were more Ego-oriented. Both Perfor-
mance MC and Ego GO were positively related to depressive and anxiety symptoms. Only Performance MC was positively
associated with life satisfaction. In contrast, both Mastery MC and Task GO were negatively linked to depressive symptoms
and positively related to life satisfaction. Only Mastery MC was negatively associated with anxiety (for main effects see Table
4). Female participants reported significantly more anxiety, t(122) = 2.37, p < .05; however, no other gender differences were
detected.

Mediation analyses

Six mediational models were tested to determine whether relations between MC and adjustment were mediated by GO.
Bootstrapping analyses, including bias corrected (BC) confidence intervals (CI's, 95%), were used to test the models (see
Preacher & Hayes, 2008; Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007) using a bootstrapped sample of n = 5000. Two mediational models
were significant (see Fig. 1). Results indicated that Mastery MC was indirectly related to adolescent depressive symptoms and
life satisfaction through Task GO (BC lower = —.13, BC upper = —.10 and BC lower = .01, BC upper = .15, respectively). Findings
demonstrate that adolescents who perceive that their school environment emphasizes personal progress/growth also define
their own academic success as learning/improvement and report fewer depressive symptoms and greater life satisfaction.

Discussion

Results from the mediational models suggest that affluent adolescents who perceive their school climates to be more
supportive and non-competitive tend to define personal success as learning and improvement (i.e., rather than beating
others) and also experience fewer depressive symptoms and greater life satisfaction. Interestingly, however, adolescents who
perceived that their school climates emphasized performance goals (i.e., superiority) were not themselves more focused on
winning/beating others, nor did they report more depressive symptoms or less life satisfaction. Thus, the associations be-
tween MC, GO, and adjustment emerged only when positive aspects of school environment and individual achievement
values were considered.

Several noteworthy limitations of this study deserve mention. First, adolescents reported on MC, GO, and adjustment, and
results may therefore represent a reporter artifact. Second, data were cross-sectional which precludes determination of
directionality. Third, the low levels of symptomatology reported suggest the possibility of self-selection effects (i.e., ado-
lescents who agreed to participate may be better adjusted than those who declined), or underreporting effects, which may
result from a concern about privacy (Sills & Song, 2002), a general distrust of electronic data collection methodology (Scriven
& Smith-Ferrier, 2003), or uncontrolled responding environments (surveys administered at home; Stanton & Rogelberg,
2001). Finally, the absence of a comparison group (i.e., low- or middle-SES adolescents) renders us unable to draw conclu-
sions regarding the generalizability of these findings to other populations. In addition to addressing these limitations, findings

4 Data were examined for “nested” data structures (e.g., children nested within schools) following steps outlined in Peugh (2010). Analyses indicated no
significant between-school variability, suggesting that data from all four schools could be combined for the primary analyses.
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support taking a more nuanced approach when examining GO and MC in future work. The literature often conceptualizes
individuals as either Ego/Performance-oriented or Task/Mastery-oriented, yet individuals do not always score high on one and
low on the other. Utilizing a person-centered and/or continuous approach may better elucidate relations between these
variables.

In sum, the present study builds upon our understanding of the pressures adolescents from affluent communities face by
examining achievement-oriented values, including definitions of one’s own success (i.e., GO), perceptions of environmental
definitions of success (i.e., MC), and how these achievement-oriented values relate to depressive symptoms, anxiety, and life
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Fig. 1. Two significant mediational models. *p < .05; **p < .01; **p < .001.

Descriptive data on all adolescent variables.

n=123

M Sd Range
School performance climate 29.95 8.06 10-50
School mastery climate 39.62 7.32 11-55
Adolescent ego orientation 27.44 7.55 8-40
Adolescent task orientation 32.80 5.55 8-40
Depressive symptoms 8.43 5.40 0-32
Anxiety symptoms 9.98 6.77 0-32
Life satisfaction 23.76 6.28 5-35
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Table 3
Correlations among all variables.
Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. School performance climate 1
2. School mastery climate -.372** 1
3. Adolescent ego orientation .302* -.162 1
4. Adolescent task orientation —.088 372%* .045 1
5. Depressive symptoms .282** —.383* 225% —271* 1
6. Anxiety symptoms 290" -.306™ 233* -.160 .783** 1
7. Life satisfaction —.202* .200* —.038 .254** -.510** —.461* 1
8. Adolescent GPA .04 .07 .08 -.10 -.09 -.07 —-.01 1

*p < .05. **p < .01.

Table 4
Main effects of MC and GO on adjustment (i.e., depressive symptoms, anxiety, and life satisfaction).
B B t p
School performance climate Depressive Sxs .19 28 3.20 .002
Anxiety Sxs 24 .29 3.31 .001
Life satisfaction -.16 -.20 -2.27 .025
School mastery climate Depressive Sxs -.28 -.38 —4.46 .000
Anxiety Sxs -.28 -.30 —-3.47 .001
Life satisfaction 17 .20 245 .027
Ego orientation Depressive Sxs .16 23 2.60 .011
Anxiety Sxs 21 24 2.69 .008
Life satisfaction -.03 —.04 —.42 672
Task orientation Depressive Sxs -.26 -.27 —-3.06 .003
Anxiety Sxs -.19 -.16 -1.76 .080
Life satisfaction .29 25 2.90 .004

satisfaction. Findings highlight the importance of promoting healthy conceptualizations of success rather than solely dis-
couraging unhealthy ones.

References

Achenbach, T. M. (1991). The child behavior checklist/4-18 and 1991 profile. Burlington, VT: University of Vermont, Department of Psychiatry.

Ames, C. (1992). Achievement goals, motivational climate, and motivational processes. Motivation in Sport and Exercise, 161, 176.

Bortoli, L., Bertollo, M., & Robazza, C. (2009). Dispositional goal orientations, motivational climate, and psychobiosocial states in youth sport. Personality and
Individual Differences, 47(1), 18-24.

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of human development. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Clarke, G. N., Lewinsohn, P. M., Hops, H., & Seeley, J. R. (1992). A self-and parent-report measure of adolescent depression: the child behavior checklist
depression scale (CBCL-D). Behavioral Assessment, 14(3-4), 443-463.

Diener, E., Emmons, R. A, Larsen, R. J., & Griffin, S. (1985). The satisfaction with life scale. Journal of Personality Assessment, 49(1), 71-75.

Duda, J. L. (1993). Goals: a social-cognitive approach to the study of achievement motivation in sport. In R. N. Singer, M. Murphey, & L. K. Tennant (Eds.),
Handbook of research on sport psychology (pp. 421-436). New York: Macmillan.

Duda, ]. L., & Nicholls, J. G. (1992). Dimensions of achievement motivation in schoolwork and sport. Journal of Educational Psychology, 84(3), 290-299.

Duda, J. L., & Ntoumanis, N. (2005). After-school sport for children: implications of a task-involving motivational climate. In J. L. Mahoney, R. W. Larson, & J.
S. Eccles (Eds.), After school activities: Contexts of development (pp. 311-330). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Dweck, C. S. (1984). Motivation. In R. G. laser, & A. Lesgold (Eds.). The handbook of psychology and education, Vol. 1. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Kavussanu, M., & Roberts, G. C. (1996). Motivation in physical activity contexts: the relationship of perceived motivational climate to intrinsic motivation
and self-efficacy. Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 18, 264-280.

Kendall, P, Puliafico, A. C., Barmish, A. J., Choudhury, M. S., Henin, A., & Treadwell, K. S. (2007). Assessing anxiety with the child behavior checklist and the
teacher report form. Journal of Anxiety Disorders, 21, 1004-1015.

Levine, M. (2006). The price of privilege: How parental and material advantage are creating a generation of disconnected and unhappy kids. New York, NY:
HarperCollins.

Luthar, S. S. (2003). The culture of affluence: psychological costs of material wealth. Child Development, 74(6), 1581-1593.

Luthar, S. S., & Becker, B. E. (2002). Privileged but pressured? A study of affluent youth. Child Development, 73(5), 1593-1610.

Luthar, S. S., & D’Avanzo, K. (1999). Contextual factors in substance use: a study of suburban and inner-city adolescents. Development and Psychopathology,
11(04), 845-867.

Luthar, S. S., & Goldstein, A. S. (2008). Substance use and related behaviors among suburban late adolescents: the importance of perceived parent con-
tainment. Development and Psychopathology, 20(2), 591-614.

Luthar, S. S., & Latendresse, S. . (2005a). Children of the affluent: challenges to well-being. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 14(1), 49-53.

Luthar, S. S., & Latendresse, S. J. (2005b). Comparable “risks” at the socioeconomic status extremes: preadolescents’ perceptions of parenting. Development
and Psychopathology, 17(01), 207-230.

Luthar, S. S., & Sexton, C. C. (2004). The high price of affluence. Advances in Child Development and Behavior, 32, 125-162.

Luthar, S. S., Shoum, K. A., & Brown, P. J. (2006). Extracurricular involvement among affluent youth: a scapegoat for “ubiquitous achievement pressures”?
Developmental Psychology, 42(3), 583-597.

Maehr, M. L. (1983). On doing well in science: why Johnny no longer excels, why Sarah never did. In S. G. Paris, G. M. Olson, & H. W. Stevenson (Eds.),
Learning and motivation in the classroom (pp. 179-210). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Newton, M., & Duda, J. L. (1993). The relationship of task and ego orientation to performance-cognitive content, affect, and attributions in bowling. Journal of
Sport Behavior, 16(4), 209-220.



428 LV, Travers et al. / Journal of Adolescence 36 (2013) 423-428

Newton, M., Duda, J. L., & Yin, Z. (2000). Examination of the psychometric properties of the perceived motivational climate in sport questionnaire-2 in
a sample of female athletes. Journal of Sports Sciences, 18(4), 275-290.

Nicholls, J. G. (1984). Achievement motivation: conceptions of ability, subjective experience, task choice, and performance. Psychological Review, 91,
328-346.

Nicholls, J. G., Cheung, P. C., Lauer, J., & Patashnick, M. (1989). Individual differences in academic motivation: perceived ability, goals, beliefs, and values.
Learning and Individual Differences, 1, 63-84.

Peugh, J. L. (2010). A practical guide to multilevel modeling. Journal of School Psychology, 48, 85-112.

Preacher, K. J., & Hayes, A. F. (2008). Contemporary approaches to assessing mediation in communication research. In A. F. Hayes, M. D. Slater, & L. B. Snyder
(Eds.), The SAGE sourcebook of advanced data analyses methods for communication research (pp. 13-54). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Preacher, K. J., Rucker, D. D., & Hayes, A. F. (2007). Assessing moderated mediation hypotheses: theory, method, and prescriptions. Multivariate Behavioral
Research, 42, 185-227.

Roberts, G. C. (2001). Understanding the dynamics of motivation in physical activity: the influence of achievement goals on motivational processes. In G. C.
Roberts (Ed.), Advances in motivation in sport and exercise (pp. 1-50). Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics.

Roberts, G. C. (2006). Reflections on 25 years of achievement goal theory. In F. Boen, B. De Cuyper, & J. Opdenacker (Eds.), Current research topics in exercise
and sport psychology in Europe (pp. 91-105). Leuven, Belgium: Lannoo Campus.

Roberts, G. C., Treasure, D. C., & Conroy, D. E. (2007). Understanding the dynamics of motivation in sport and physical activity: an achievement goal
interpretation. In G. T. Tenenbaum, & R. C. Eklund (Eds.), Handbook of sport psychology (3rd ed.). (pp. 3-30) Hoboken, NJ: Wiley.

Ryan, R. M,, & Deci, E. L. (2000). Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social development, and well-being. American
Psychologist, 55, 68-78.

Scriven, A., & Smith-Ferrier, S. (2003). The application of online surveys for workplace health research. Perspectives in Public Health, 123, 95-101.

Sills, S. J., & Song, C. (2002). Innovations in survey research: an application of web-based surveys. Social Science Computer Review, 20, 22-30.

Smith, R. E., Smoll, F. L., & Cumming, S. P. (2009). Motivational climate and changes in young athletes’ achievement goal orientations. Motivation and
Emotion, 33, 173-183.

Stanton, J. M., & Rogelberg, S. G. (2001). Using internet/intranet webpages to collect organizational research data. Organizational Research Methods, 4,
200-217.

Suzuki, L. A., & Ponterotto, J. G. (Eds.), (2008). Handbook of multicultural assessment: Clinical, psychological, and educational applications (3rd ed.). San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.



	Brief report: Adolescent adjustment in affluent communities: The role of motivational climate and goal orientation
	Method
	Participants
	Measures
	Motivational climate
	Goal orientation
	Adolescent adjustment


	Results
	Mediation analyses

	Discussion
	References


