Journal of Educational Psychology
2006, Vol. 98, No. 4, 766 –776

Copyright 2006 by the American Psychological Association
0022-0663/06/$12.00 DOI: 10.1037/0022-0663.98.4.766

Mastery and Performance Goals Predict Epistemic
and Relational Conflict Regulation
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Université Pierre Mendès France

Fabrizio Butera
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The present research examines whether mastery and performance goals predict different ways of reacting
to a sociocognitive conflict with another person over materials to be learned, an issue not yet addressed
by the achievement goal literature. Results from 2 studies showed that mastery goals predicted epistemic
conflict regulation (a conflict regulation strategy focused on the attempt to integrate both points of view),
whereas performance goals predicted relational conflict regulation (a conflict regulation strategy focused
on the evaluation and affirmation of self-competence). Study 1 shows these links via direct self-report
measures of conflict regulation. Study 2 shows the same links using the amount of competence reported
for the self and for the other as subtle measures of conflict regulation.
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Researchers have called this situation a sociocognitive conflict
(Buchs, Butera, Mugny, & Darnon, 2004; Doise & Mugny, 1984)
because disagreeing on a task to perform entails both a cognitive
and a social component. On the one hand, this conflict is cognitive
because it introduces doubt about the content or the solution of the
task, an imbalance in knowledge as described by Piaget’s (1985)
notion of cognitive conflict (see also Limon, 2001). On the other
hand, this conflict is also social, as it represents a confrontation
between two (or more) people; in this respect, disagreeing introduces doubt about relative competence (i.e., “Who is more competent?” cf. Butera & Mugny, 2001; Quiamzade & Mugny, 2001).
It is important to note that in this literature, the term conflict differs
from how it is used in the conflict resolution literature (Deutsch,
1973) because (a) it is not always a conflict of interests (in fact, the
word is mainly used to refer to conflict of knowledge) and (b) it
does not necessarily imply that the two parties in conflict must
reach an agreement (as sociocognitive conflict can be regulated by
a change in knowledge at the individual level).
Academic tasks are usually characterized by the fact that there
is an answer that is better than the others. Being in sociocognitive
conflict with someone means that the other person might be right
and that, as a consequence, he or she might be more competent
than oneself. Thus, even if sociocognitive conflict can make individuals doubt the validity of their own knowledge, which can
represent an interesting potential for engagement in the task,
epistemic curiosity, and cognitive reconstruction (Berlyne, 1960;
Ohlsson, 1996; Piaget, 1985), it also has the potential to threaten
self-competence (Butera & Mugny, 2001; Butera, Mugny, &
Tomei, 2000).

Today, Audrey and Mandy, two students of the psychology
department, are working together on an exercise they have to carry
out for one of their classes. As they try to solve the first problem,
Audrey suggests an answer, Answer A. But Mandy disagrees; she
thinks the solution is B and explains why. The reader has probably
also encountered such situations, as disagreement is a common
occurrence when one is working with another person on academic
materials. As soon as two people work with each other, indeed, this
type of disagreement is likely to occur.
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How can individuals cope with this sociocognitive conflict? Let
us go back to our opening example. From Audrey’s point of view,
what does the disagreement with Mandy mean? First, as mentioned
earlier, the sociocognitive conflict introduces a doubt about the
validity or accuracy of each proposition. To address this sociocognitive conflict, then, Audrey can try to work through the problem
again and examine the validity of each proposition. This has been
called epistemic conflict regulation (Doise & Mugny, 1984;
Mugny, De Paolis, & Carugati, 1984). However, from Audrey’s
point of view, the sociocognitive conflict could also mean that she
is less competent than her friend. On a task in which competence
is so highly valued (Mugny, Butera, Quiamzade, Dragulescu, &
Tomei, 2003; Nicholls, 1984), feeling incompetent can affect her
perception of self-worth (Covington, 1984, 1992; Steele, 1988;
Tesser, 1988). In this case, she may just react by defending and
protecting her own competence—for example, by demonstrating
that she is right and that Mandy is wrong. This is what Doise and
Mugny (1984) referred to as relational conflict regulation. Again,
it should be noted that conflict regulation is not conflict resolution
(Deutsch, 1973), as regulating sociocognitive conflict in one way
or another does not necessarily imply that this conflict is
terminated.
Mugny et al. (1984, 2003; Butera & Mugny, 2001; Quiamzade
& Mugny, 2001) have produced an abundant line of research
showing that modes of conflict regulation correspond to different
perceptions of the task and the other person. This research indicates that if individuals are led to believe in the complementarity
of their points of view (Butera, Gardair, Maggi, & Mugny, 1998;
Butera & Mugny, 2001; Butera et al., 2000; Johnson, Johnson, &
Smith, 2000), then epistemic regulation is favored. Conversely, if
the other person is presented as a competitor (e.g., Butera &
Mugny, 1995; Butera et al., 1998, 2000; Johnson & Johnson, 1985)
or a person susceptible to evaluating competence (Butera et al.,
2000; Quiamzade, Tomei, & Butera, 2000; Tjosvold, Johnson, &
Fabrey, 1980), then it is likely that sociocognitive conflict will be
regulated in a relational way.
For these researchers (e.g., Butera & Mugny, 2001; Mugny et
al., 2003), the impossibility for individuals to recognize the other’s
competence is one of the main processes responsible for the fact
that in a competitive situation, the sociocognitive conflict is regulated in a relational way: If the situation is competitive, the
other’s competence threatens self-competence. This is not the case
in a noncompetitive situation, in which another’s competence is
unrelated to one’s own and thus can be accepted (Butera & Mugny,
1995). Additionally, the more competitive the situation is, the
larger the difference is between reported self-competence (higher)
and the other’s competence (lower; Butera & Mugny, 1995; Butera
et al., 2000, Study 3).
This idea is consistent with the point of view that individuals
usually evaluate others in a very positive way (Sears, 1983) but
that this bias also sometimes can be reduced. Drozda-Senkowska
and Personnaz (1988) showed, for example, that as soon as participants anticipated being in competition with the person they
were evaluating, this evaluation was less positive. In the same
vein, some authors have demonstrated that threat (in their studies,
failure) could decrease the evaluation that some participants made
of a target (Beauregard & Dunning, 1998) and enhance selfserving bias (Dunning, Leuenberger, & Sherman, 1995).
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Taken together, these results show that sociocognitive conflict
regulation corresponds to different representations of self- and
other’s competence. When they regulate the sociocognitive conflict in a relational way, individuals try to demonstrate that they are
right and that the other person is wrong. Conversely, when they
regulate the sociocognitive conflict in an epistemic way, they
recognize the other person’s competence and try to understand
how his or her point of view can complement their own understanding. This research also underlines that the two modes of
conflict regulation reflect different focus. Epistemic regulation
corresponds to a focus on the task, whereas relational regulation
corresponds to a focus on competence evaluation and social
comparison.
Similarly, in the domain of achievement goals, a large amount
of research has studied how the goals students pursue when they
perform an achievement task can lead them to focus their attention
on different elements of the situation (Butler, 1992; Cury, Sarrazin,
& Famose, 1997). In particular, the achievement goals literature
has argued that two types of goals exist (for reviews, see Dweck,
1986; Harackiewicz, Barron, & Elliot, 1998; Maehr, 1984;
Nicholls, 1984; Pintrich & Schunk, 2002; Urdan, 1997): Mastery
goals—also labeled learning goals (Dweck, 1986, 1992) or taskfocused goals (Nicholls, 1984)— correspond to the will to acquire
knowledge and develop competences. Performance goals—also
referred to as ego-focused goals (Nicholls, 1984) or relative-ability
goals (Urdan, 1997)— correspond to the will to demonstrate competences relative to others. Recent research suggests that each of
these two types of goals can be divided further into approach and
avoidance goals (Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996; Elliot & McGregor, 2001). In this article, however, we focus on the approach form
of performance and mastery goals, the two goals that have been the
most examined in the literature and, paradoxically, the two goals
whose effects are still the object of much debate (cf. Harackiewicz,
Barron, Pintrich, Elliot, & Thrash, 2002; Midgley, Kaplan, &
Middleton, 2001).
The achievement goals literature has shown that goals strongly
affect the way individuals confront an achievement task. Research
shows, for example, that mastery goals favor a deep processing of
the task, whereas performance goals favor a surface processing
(Darnon & Butera, 2005; Elliot, McGregor, & Gable, 1999; Nolen,
1988). Moreover, it has been shown that mastery-oriented students
explain failure in terms of lack of effort and, as a consequence,
react to failure by making more of an effort (Ames & Archer,
1988; Ames, Russel, & Felker, 1977). On the contrary, performance-oriented students tend to attribute failure to a lack of
abilities and, as a consequence, can be vulnerable to helplessness
(Diener & Dweck, 1980; Dweck & Leggett, 1988). This is why
Dweck (1986) qualified the pattern of answers resulting from the
endorsement of mastery goals as adaptive and the pattern resulting
from the endorsement of performance goals as maladaptive (see
also Dweck, 1992).
More interesting in the context of this article, this research
indicates that different goals lead to different kinds of focus.
Mastery goals favor a task focus, whereas performance goals favor
a focus on social comparison. Many studies have found a positive
link between mastery goals and intrinsic interest in the task (for
reviews, see Barron & Harackiewicz, 2000; Heyman & Dweck,
1992; Rawsthorne & Elliot, 1999). This effect has been observed
both on self-report measures (e.g., Harackiewicz, Barron, Carter,
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Lehto, & Elliot, 1997; Harackiewicz, Barron, Tauer, Carter, &
Elliot, 2000; Harackiewicz, Barron, Tauer, & Elliot, 2002) and on
behavioral measures, such as the time spent on the task during a
free time period (e.g., Barron & Harackiewicz, 2001; Koestner,
Zuckerman, & Koestner, 1987; R. M. Ryan, 1982). Although
interest in evaluative information (rather than interest in the task
itself) has been examined less in this field, some results do indicate
that it can also vary according to goals. Some research has shown,
for example, that in a mastery goals context, students were not
sensitive to evaluative social comparison information (Jagacinski
& Nicholls, 1987; Sansone, 1986). On the contrary, this information was important and influenced affect in a performance goals
context. In a more direct fashion, Butler (1992) examined the time
participants spent on different kinds of information: information
about the task (the solution suggested by another participant) or
information about the way to calculate one’s own ability score. Her
results indicated that participants in the mastery goal condition
spent more time on the information about the task than participants
in the performance goal condition. Moreover, the latter spent more
time on the evaluative information than the former. In two other
experiments, Butler (1993) showed that participants in an egoinvolving condition requested more normative information (their
range compared with other students), whereas participants in the
task-involving condition requested more information about the
task (the best possible solutions; see Cury et al., 1997, for similar
results on a motor task).
The perception of other persons has not been a major concern in
the achievement goals framework. As Levy, Kaplan, and Patrick
(2004) recently noted, “The vast majority of this research . . . has
addressed how individuals’ achievement goals are associated with
beliefs or behaviors about themselves and academic tasks, but
there has been little attention to attitudes and behaviors toward
others” (p. 1; see also Kaplan, 2004, for a similar discussion). Even
though this question has not been addressed directly, however,
some elements can be found in this literature suggesting that other
people can be perceived either as informational supports or as
threats, depending on the goals pursued. For example, mastery
goals have been shown to favor the search for information from
others (Cheung, Ma, & Shek, 1998), the willingness to cooperate
with them (Kaplan, 2004; Levy et al., 2004), and the willingness to
ask for help (Butler & Neuman, 1995; Karabenick, 2003; Middleton & Midgley, 1997; A. M. Ryan & Pintrich, 1997; A. M. Ryan,
Pintrich, & Midgley, 2001). On the contrary, performance goals
appear to lead participants to perceive the other as a threat (A. M.
Ryan & Pintrich, 1997) and are linked to the avoidance of help
seeking (Karabenick, 2003; A. M. Ryan & Pintrich, 1997). Recently, Kaplan’s (2004, Study 1) research showed that performance goals could lead to a less positive evaluation of out-group
members than mastery goals. Thus, mastery goals seem to lead
students to recognize the other as competent, which does not seem
to be the case for performance goals.

Overview and Hypotheses
If, as shown in the literature, goals affect the way the task is
solved (e.g., Nolen, 1988), the way an individual perceives and
reacts to failure (e.g., Ames et al., 1977), and the way an individual
perceives the other persons (e.g., A. M. Ryan & Pintrich, 1997),
then it is likely that they also affect the way sociocognitive conflict

is regulated. As we have presented, mastery goals have been
shown to be linked to a deep treatment of the material to be
learned, to a focus on the problem, to the perception of the other
as a help, and to willingness to cooperate. Epistemic regulation
means examining the content and the validity of each of the
propositions in conflict and making more effort toward a better
understanding (e.g., by working through the problem again; e.g.,
Mugny et al., 1984). It also corresponds to the recognition of the
other’s competence and of the fact that the other’s point of view
can be helpful in understanding the problem (Butera & Mugny,
2001). In a sociocognitive conflict situation, mastery goals should
then predict epistemic conflict regulation.
On the contrary, performance goals make students concerned
with being competent and focused on social comparison with
others (Nicholls, 1984). Moreover, such goals favor the representation of other people as threats (A. M. Ryan & Pintrich, 1997).
One of the characteristics of relational regulation is that attention
is focused on social comparison and competence issues (Butera &
Mugny, 2001). Thus, performance goals should lead participants to
react to a sociocognitive conflict by trying to show that they are
right and the other is wrong—that is, to regulate the sociocognitive
conflict in a relational manner.
Returning to our example, we believe that if the main goals
Audrey is pursuing when the sociocognitive conflict occurs are
mastery goals, she may perceive the sociocognitive conflict as an
indication that she needs to work through the problem again to
understand it better. Thus, mastery goals should lead her to regulate the sociocognitive conflict in an epistemic way. However, if
her main goals are performance goals, then she is more likely to
perceive the sociocognitive conflict as a threat to her competence
and regulate it in a relational way.
The two presented studies test the hypothesis that mastery and
performance goals predict distinct reactions to sociocognitive conflict. We examined these hypotheses in Study 1 by asking participants to report, after imagining they had interacted with a disagreeing other, how they would have regulated the sociocognitive
conflict. In Study 2, we examined the same hypotheses through
more subtle measures of conflict regulation: the competence attributed to oneself and to the disagreeing other.

Study 1
In Study 1, participants were asked to imagine a discussion with
another person who disagreed with them about an experiment they
had studied in class the previous semester. They were then asked
to report the extent to which, in this situation, they would have
regulated the sociocognitive conflict in a relational or an epistemic
way.

Method
Participants
Fifty-one French introductory psychology students with a mean age of
19.31 years (SD ⫽ 3.61) were invited to participate in this study during one
of their introductory psychology classes. This sample was composed of 41
women and 8 men (2 did not report their gender).

Procedure
Participants were asked to fill out a questionnaire. In the first part of the
questionnaire, students were asked to report the main results and implica-
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tions of an experiment they had studied in one of their classes the semester
before, namely Milgram’s (1974) first experiment on compliance with
authority. This experiment was chosen because students usually have a
good recollection of it. We expected them to report the following idea: In
a situation in which an authority asks an individual to do something, the
individual usually does it even if he or she thinks it is unfair or wrong. All
participants in the sample did report some version of this idea. After
recalling the results of this experiment, participants filled out a questionnaire assessing their achievement goals.
The second part of the questionnaire was presented as a debate. Participants read the following instructions:
Let’s imagine now that you talk about this experiment with another
introductory psychology student. Here is an extract of his (her) point
of view: “I think that in this experiment, the researchers didn’t take
people’s personality enough into account. Indeed, some people lack
critical thinking and comply easily with authority, but these people are
rare. Most normal people are able to judge the legitimacy of a
decision. They will comply when the authority is justified, or when
(s)he is more expert than they are, but won’t if they think that what the
authority asked them is unfair or illegitimate.”
Participants were then asked to imagine a discussion with this person
and to write down what they would like to tell him or her. Then they were
asked to report to what extent, during this debate, they would try to regulate
the conflict in an epistemic way or a relational way. Once the questionnaire
was completed, the experimenter told participants that they could learn
more about this experiment by requesting information from their professor
at the end of their class and then left.

Measures
Achievement goals. Mastery and performance goal items were extracted from Elliot and McGregor’s (2001) scale, validated in French by
Darnon and Butera (2005). There were three performance-approach goal
items (e.g., “It is important for me to do better than other students”) and
three mastery-approach goal items (e.g., “I want to learn as much as
possible from this class”). Students responded on a scale ranging from
1 (not at all) to 7 (completely). Descriptive statistics are presented in
Table 1.
Epistemic and relational conflict regulation. Participants were first
asked to report the amount of perceived disagreement with the other
student. Then they were asked to report to what extent (on a scale ranging
from 1 ⫽ not at all to 7 ⫽ completely) they would regulate sociocognitive
conflict in an epistemic and in a relational way (e.g., “Try to examine the
conditions under which each point of view could help you understand” for
epistemic regulation; “Try to resist by maintaining your initial position” for
relational regulation). All of these items (conflict regulation and perceived
disagreement) were created on the basis of the definition provided by the
sociocognitive conflict literature. The three items of epistemic regulation
and the three items of relational regulation are presented in Table 2.
Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1.

Results
Factorial Structure of the Scales
In preliminary analyses, factor analyses were conducted on the
six goals items via principal-components extraction with promax
rotation.1 These analyses revealed the expected two-factor structure of the scale: Factor 1 accounted for 62.9% of the variance and
comprised the three mastery goals items. Factor 2 accounted for
21% of the variance and consisted of the three performance goals
items. All items loaded above .70 on their primary factor.
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Table 1
Study 1: Goal Endorsement and Conflict Regulation
Variable

M

SD

Observed
range

Possible
range

␣

Mastery goals
Performance goals
Epistemic conflict regulation
Relational conflict regulation

4.03
2.65
3.90
3.93

1.64
1.18
1.13
1.65

1.00–7.00
1.00–5.33
1.00–7.00
1.33–6.33

1–7
1–7
1–7
1–7

.94
.85
.82
.91

The same factor analyses were conducted on the six conflict
regulation items. The results of these analyses are presented in
Table 2. They yielded two factors. Factor 1 comprised the three
items of relational regulation and accounted for 52.7% of the
variance. Factor 2 comprised the three items of epistemic conflict
regulation and accounted for 26.3% of the variance. As can be seen
in Table 2, all items loaded above .70 on their primary factor. Scale
reliabilities are presented in Table 1.

Achievement Goals as Predictors of Conflict Regulation
Zero-order correlations are reported in Table 3. To test our
hypotheses, we conducted regression analyses with three predictors: performance goals, mastery goals, and the interaction between these two variables, calculated on the basis of the two
centered variables. Interaction terms were included in the analyses
because recent research (e.g., Barron & Harackiewicz, 2001) suggests that, instead of being independent of one another, mastery
and performance goals can interact on different outcomes. In
preliminary analyses, gender (coded ⫺1 for men, 1 for women)
and age were included in the analyses. Neither gender (B ⫽ 0.14;
t ⬍ 1) nor age (B ⫽ ⫺0.06), t(42) ⫽ ⫺1.09, p ⫽ .28, predicted
relational regulation. Age did not predict epistemic conflict regulation (B ⫽ ⫺0.02; t ⬍ 1). The only significant effect was a gender
effect on epistemic conflict regulation (B ⫽ 0.69), t(42) ⫽ 3.91,
p ⬍ .001, such that this mode of regulation was stronger for
women than for men. Complete analyses of covariance (Yzerbyt,
Muller, & Judd, 2004) were then conducted with gender and age.
Because the inclusion of these variables did not change the effects
and because the only significant effect (i.e., gender effect on
epistemic conflict regulation) was not theoretically relevant in the
present experiment, these variables were removed from the final
model.
Epistemic regulation. As expected, mastery goals significantly
and positively predicted the reported amount of epistemic conflict
regulation (B ⫽ 0.41), t(46) ⫽ 4.07, p ⬍ .001 (2 ⫽ .27). This was
not the case for performance goals (B ⫽ ⫺0.15), t(46) ⫽ ⫺1.04,
p ⫽ .30 (2 ⫽ .02), or for the interaction (B ⫽ 0.04; t ⬍ 1).
Relational regulation. Also as expected, performance goals
significantly and positively predicted the reported amount of relational conflict regulation (B ⫽ 0.57), t(46) ⫽ 2.75, p ⬍ .009 (2 ⫽
1

It is worth noting that in Studies 1 and 2 the sample size was fairly
small. Some authors, however, have argued that factor analysis can be
conducted on small samples (between 50 and 100 participants, as in our
samples; Sapnas & Zeller, 2002). This is even safer when the communality
is high (MacCallum, Widaman, Zhang, & Hong, 1999), which is the case
for the items used in both present studies.
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Table 2
Conflict Regulation Items and Their Factor Loading (Study 1) Via Principal-Components
Extraction With Oblique Rotations (Promax)
Item
When disagreements occurred, to what extent did you . . .
try to show you were right?
try to resist by maintaining your initial position?
try to show your partner was wrong?
try to think about the text again in order to understand better?
try to examine the conditions under which each point of view could help you
understand?
try to think of a solution that could integrate both points of view?

.14). Neither mastery goals (B ⫽ 0.24), t(46) ⫽ 1.63, p ⫽ .11
(2 ⫽ .05), nor the interaction (B ⫽ 0.04; t ⬍ 1) significantly
predicted this mode of regulation. A summary of regression parameters is presented in Table 4.

Discussion
As expected, the results of this first study show that endorsed
goals did predict different modes of conflict regulation. In particular, mastery goals— but not performance goals—predicted epistemic conflict regulation. On the contrary, performance goals—
but not mastery goals—predicted relational conflict regulation.
It is worth noting that in this study, we measured the mode of
conflict regulation by asking participants to report the extent to
which they would regulate the sociocognitive conflict in the epistemic and relational modes. However, one could argue that conflict
regulation is a less conscious process and that it is perhaps too
sensitive to social desirability effects to be assessed via direct
self-report. The focus of the second study is to provide evidence of
the link between mastery and performance goals, on the one hand,
and conflict regulation strategies, on the other, using a more subtle
measure of conflict regulation. As mentioned earlier, regulating
sociocognitive conflict in an epistemic manner means taking into
account the other’s point of view, recognizing its validity, and, as
a consequence, recognizing the other’s competence. On the contrary, regulating sociocognitive conflict in a relational manner
implies defending and asserting one’s own competence. Therefore,
in Study 2, conflict regulation was assessed by the competence
attributed to oneself and to the person who disagreed.
Moreover, in Study 1, participants were merely led to imagine
that they interacted with another person who disagreed. It is
possible to think that this situation, because it implies a fictitious
interaction, does not reflect how people react when they have to
face a real sociocognitive conflict. In Study 2, participants were
placed in a real, standardized sociocognitive conflict situation.
Finally, as developed earlier, research has shown that mastery
goals favor the search for instructive information, whereas performance goals favor the search for normative evaluative information
(Butler, 1992, 1993; Cury et al., 1997). However, none of this
research has examined these links in a situation in which students
interact with each other. As noted earlier, the classroom situation
implies interaction with others, which makes the occurrence of
sociocognitive conflicts particularly likely. Considering that the
sociocognitive conflict is a situation very likely to occur in a

Factor 1

Factor 2

.930
.920
.901
.222

.313
.301
.278
.922

.287
.340

.876
.764

classroom, it appears important to replicate these findings in a true
sociocognitive conflict situation. That is the third aim of Study 2.

Study 2
In the present study, high school students were led to experience
a real—rather than imagined—sociocognitive conflict situation.
After this interaction, they were asked to report how competent
they thought they and their partner were. Two weeks later, they
had the opportunity to choose between different kinds of information they would like to receive—namely, the text or their grade.
We expected that mastery goals would predict perceived partner’s
competence and that performance goals would predict perceived
self-competence. We also expected goals to affect interest in
different kinds of information, such that mastery goals would
predict interest in the task, whereas performance goals would
predict interest in the grade.

Method
Participants
Sixty-three teenagers with a mean age of 15.68 years (SD ⫽ 0.64) were
invited to participate in this study during one of their classes. They were
10th grade students, 16 boys and 47 girls, from a high school in the suburb
of Valence, France.

Procedure
The study was conducted in three different stages. First, during one of
their classes, participants were asked to fill out a questionnaire assessing
achievement goals. One week later, in the same class, the students were
invited to participate in a “computer-mediated cooperative learning study,”
a task inducing a sociocognitive conflict (see the Materials section). When

Table 3
Study 1: Zero-Order Correlations Among Variables
Variable
1.
2.
3.
4.

Mastery goals
Performance goals
Epistemic conflict regulation
Relational conflict regulation

* p ⬍ .05.

** p ⬍ .01.

1

2

3

4

—
.50***
.51***
.43**

—
.16
.51***

—
.32*

—

*** p ⬍ .001.
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Table 4
Unstandardized Regression Parameters (Bs) and Significance for Study 1 and Study 2
Study 1

Study 2

Variable

Epistemic
regulation

Relational
regulation

Perceived
other’s compet.

Perceived
self-compet.

Asking for
the text

Asking for
the grade

Mastery goals
Performance goals
Mastery ⫻ Performance goals

0.41***
⫺0.15
0.04

0.24
0.57**
0.04

0.38*
⫺0.05
0.17

0.01
0.22*
⫺0.03

0.55*
0.02
0.11

⫺0.21
0.41*
0.22

Note. compet. ⫽ competence.
* p ⬍ .05. ** p ⬍ .01. *** p ⬍ .001.

this task was over, they filled out a questionnaire containing measures of
perceived self- and other’s competence. They also filled out a multiple
choice questionnaire assessing how well they had learned the text. This
was, in reality, a bogus questionnaire aimed at informing participants that
they would get a grade reflecting how well they understood the text. They
were then thanked and invited to go back to their classes. Two weeks later,
the experimenter returned to one of the students’ classes to collect the
different interest measures. She then debriefed them and gave them the
information they had requested.

swers from the partner but corresponded to a plausible (nonaberrant) point
of view (as in Mugny, Lévy, & Doise, 1978).
After reading this answer, participants were led to the following part of
the text, and so on. The same procedure was repeated for the four parts of
the text. To strengthen the credibility of the situation, for one of the
questions, the partner’s answer was in agreement with the participant’s. For
the three others, it was in disagreement.

Materials

Achievement goals. As in Study 1, mastery and performance goal
items were extracted from Elliot and McGregor’s (2001) scale, validated in
French by Darnon and Butera (2005). The same three performance-approach goal items and three mastery-approach goal items were
used. Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 5.
Reported self- and partner’s competence. Perceived self-competence
was assessed with three items. Participants were asked to report, after the
task on the computer, how much they thought they “understood the text
well,” “managed to answer the questions well,” and “are competent on this
type of task” on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much).
The same items were used for assessing the partner’s competence.
Participants were asked to indicate how much they thought their partner
“understood the text well,” “managed to answer the questions well,” and
“is competent on this type of task” on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all)
to 7 (very much). Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 5.
Interest in different kinds of information. When the experimenter went
back to classes for the third part of the experiment, she explained to
participants that they were allowed to receive some information about the
experiment in which they had taken part 2 weeks before. That is, they could
ask for a more detailed version of the text about eyewitness testimony (the
text learned during this experiment) and the grade they had obtained on the
multiple choice questionnaire. She gave them a sheet of paper on which
they could write down their name if they were interested in receiving these
pieces of information and, in this case, to check the box corresponding to
the information they wanted. Students could then request none of these
pieces of information, one of them, or both. Out of the 63 participants, 14
(22.2%) requested only the more detailed text, 14 (22.2%) requested only

The so-called computer-mediated cooperative learning study, the part of
the experiment in which the sociocognitive conflict was introduced, was
carried out in groups (between 10 and 16 participants) in a computerequipped room, with each participant sitting in front of a computer.
Participants were told that they would interact in pairs, via computers, to
discuss a text about eyewitness testimony. They were told that dyads were
determined randomly.
To maximize the chance that the computer-mediated communication
would be perceived as relevant, we first presented participants with an
initial task demonstrating how important the other’s point of view was (see
Butera, Huguet, Mugny, & Pérez, 1994, for more details on this task).
Participants then began the target task on the computer. When they hit the
start key, the first part of the text to learn appeared on their screen. After
reading this first part of the text, they had to press a key allowing them to
go to the next screen, on which a question about this first part was written.
They were asked to type their answer and send it to their partner by hitting
a send key. Contrary to what they were told, participants were not connected to each other, and nobody received this answer. Instead, the program was set up to send automatically, after a few seconds’ delay, a
prerecorded answer presented as the partner’s answer. This answer had
been prerecorded to induce a sociocognitive conflict. Questions were easy
enough for all participants to give the correct answer, and the partner’s
answer (actually the prerecorded answer) was in disagreement with the
participant’s. For example, participants correctly answered the question
“What are the effects of the presence of a weapon on the recall of a criminal
event?” by reporting that it deteriorates the recall. The partner’s answer
was, “I rather thought that weapon presence enhances attentional focus,
and then the witness is more attentive and better remembers the elements
of the situation.” This response was incorrect but seemed plausible with
regard to common sense. Moreover, to the question “Which one of the two
types of information processing (deep vs. surface) favors a global representation of the person?” all participants correctly answered, “deep processing.” The partner’s answer was, “I rather thought that the surface
processing was the one which led to a global representation (taking into
account only the main characteristics) whereas the deep processing took
into account more information and thus favored a detailed vision, a specific
one.” Again, this response was incorrect but seemed plausible with regard
to common sense. Disagreements were therefore based on incorrect an-

Measures

Table 5
Study 2: Goal Endorsement and Reported Competence
Variable

M

Mastery goals
Performance goals
Perceived self-competence
Perceived other’s competence

5.35
3.33
4.53
4.42

SD Observed range
1.18
1.54
0.92
1.50

2.67–7.00
1.00–6.67
2.00–6.33
1.00–7.00

Possible
range
␣
1–7
1–7
1–7
1–7

.67
.87
.68
.95
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the grade, and 24 (38.1%) requested both. Eleven (17.5%) did not request
either piece of information.

reported being competent. Neither mastery goals (B ⫽ 0.01; t ⬍ 1)
nor the interaction between the two variables (B ⫽ ⫺0.03; t ⬍ 1)
significantly predicted reported self-competence.

Results
Factorial Structure of the Scales
As in Study 1, in preliminary analyses, factor analyses were
conducted on the six goals items via principal-components extraction with promax rotation. The analysis revealed the expected
two-factor structure of the scale: Factor 1 accounted for 43.8% of
the variance and comprised the three performance goals items.
Factor 2 accounted for 29.2% of the variance and consisted of the
three mastery goals items. All items loaded above .65 on their
primary factor. Scale reliabilities are presented in Table 5.

Achievement Goals as Predictors of Perceived Self- and
Other’s Competence
Zero-order correlations are reported in Table 6. As in Study 1,
we conducted regression analyses with three predictors: performance goals, mastery goals, and their interaction. In preliminary
analyses, gender (coded ⫺1 for men, 1 for women) and age were
included in the analyses. Neither gender (B ⫽ 0.04; t ⬍ 1) nor age
(B ⫽ 0.05; t ⬍ 1) predicted self-competence (B ⫽ 0.05, t ⬍ 1, for
age; B ⫽ 0.04, t ⬍ 1, for gender). Neither did they predict the
other’s competence: B ⫽ ⫺0.25, t ⬍ 1, for age; B ⫽ 0.27, t(53) ⫽
1.2, p ⫽ .24, for gender. Finally, they did not significantly predict
either the request for the grade (B ⫽ ⫺0.18, Wald 2 ⬍ 1, for age;
B ⫽ ⫺0.33, Wald 2 ⬍ 1, for gender) or the request for the text,
B ⫽ ⫺0.82, Wald 2(1, N ⫽ 63) ⫽ 3.35, p ⬍ .07, for age; B ⫽
⫺0.16, Wald 2 ⬍ 1, for gender. Complete analyses of covariance
(Yzerbyt et al., 2004) were conducted with gender and age. Because the inclusion of these variables did not change the effects,
they were removed from the final model.
Reported other’s competence. As expected, mastery goals significantly predicted reports of the other’s competence (B ⫽ 0.38),
t(55) ⫽ 2.26, p ⬍ .03 (2 ⫽ .06). The more participants endorsed
mastery goals, the more they thought their partner was competent.
Neither performance goals (B ⫽ ⫺0.05; t ⬍ 1) nor the interaction
(B ⫽ 0.17), t(55) ⫽ 1.61, p ⫽ .11 (2 ⫽ .02), significantly
predicted perception of the other’s competence.
Reported self-competence. We thought that performance goals
should enhance reported self-competence, given that the enhancement of one’s own competence is an indication of relational
conflict regulation. This is what we observed. As expected, performance goals significantly predicted the reported amount of
self-competence (B ⫽ 0.22), t(57) ⫽ 2.87, p ⬍ .003 (2 ⫽ .13).
The more participants endorsed performance goals, the more they
Table 6
Study 2: Zero-Order Correlations Among Variables
Variable
1.
2.
3.
4.
†

Mastery goals
Performance goals
Reported other’s competence
Reported self-competence

p ⬍ .10.

** p ⬍ .01.

1
—
.12
.24†
.09

2
—
⫺.03
.35**

3

—
.04

4

Achievement Goals as Predictors of Interest in Different
Kinds of Information
For each of the two pieces of information, participants were
coded as 1 if they requested it and 0 if they did not. As a
consequence, interest in a more detailed text and in the grade were
both nominal variables, so logistic regression was used to analyze
these data.
Detailed text. We expected mastery goals to favor the request
for the more detailed text, and results confirmed this prediction:
Mastery goals significantly predicted the request for the text (B ⫽
0.55), Wald 2(1, N ⫽ 63) ⫽ 4.88, p ⬍ .03. The more participants
endorsed mastery goals, the more they asked for the detailed text.
Neither performance goals (B ⫽ 0.02), Wald 2(1, N ⫽ 63) ⫽ .02,
p ⫽ .88, nor the interaction between the two variables (B ⫽ 0.11),
Wald 2(1, N ⫽ 63) ⫽ 0.48, p ⫽ .45, significantly predicted the
request for the text.
Grade. We expected performance goals to predict the request
for the grade obtained on the bogus multiple choice questionnaire.
As expected, the more participants endorsed performance goals,
the more they asked for their grade (B ⫽ 0.41), Wald 2(1, N ⫽
63) ⫽ 4.22, p ⬍ .04. Neither mastery goals (B ⫽ ⫺0.21), Wald
2(1, N ⫽ 63) ⫽ 0.73, p ⫽ .39, nor the interaction between the two
variables (B ⫽ 0.22), Wald 2(1, N ⫽ 63) ⫽ 1.75, p ⫽ .19,
significantly predicted the request for the multiple choice questionnaire grade. A summary of regression parameters is presented
in Table 4.

Discussion
Study 1 showed that mastery and performance goals predicted
different self-reported modes of conflict regulation. Study 2 completes Study 1’s results by finding similar results on a different and
more subtle measure of conflict regulation and in a real sociocognitive conflict situation. In particular, the results indicate that
achievement goals predicted different ways to attribute competence inside the dyad. Mastery goals enhanced recognition of the
partner’s competence, whereas performance goals enhanced the
assertion of one’s own competence.2 As mentioned earlier, the
competence attributed to oneself and to the source of the sociocognitive conflict is an indication of the mode of conflict regulation (Butera & Mugny, 1995). However, this measure is more
subtle than direct self-report items in that instead of asking participants to report what they did during the interaction, it consists
of asking them to make a judgment about themselves and about the
other person. In spite of this difference in the nature of the
dependent variables, the present results provide convergent evidence to those obtained with the direct self-report items used in
Study 1.
2

—

Let us note that the means for competence attributed to oneself and to
the source of the conflict (see Table 5) allow for the interpretation that
participants were uncertain about their own level of competence as well as
the source’s level, as both means were close to the midpoint of the scale.

MASTERY AND PERFORMANCE GOALS

These results confirm our hypotheses and show that reporting
perceived self- and other’s competence after a sociocognitive
conflict can have a motivational function. Many authors have
argued that people always try to maintain a positive self-evaluation
(e.g., Steele, 1988; Tesser, 1988). As we have already mentioned,
in a sociocognitive conflict situation, self-competence may be
threatened. One way to cope with this threat is to enhance reported
self-competence and thus restore a positive image of the self. This
process is interesting because it only resulted from the endorsement of performance goals; mastery goals did not lead to the same
reaction. Consistent with what other research has shown, mastery
goals did not render students concerned with the question of
competence evaluation (Jagacinski & Nicholls, 1987; Sansone,
1986) and willing to perceive the other as a threat to their competence. Instead, mastery goals favored a representation of other
persons as informational supports, as a means to improve knowledge (Newman, 1990; A. M. Ryan & Pintrich, 1997). As a consequence, these goals made participants more likely to react to
sociocognitive conflict by recognizing and enhancing reports of
the other’s competence rather than their own.
Results of this study also indicate that goals affected the information students were interested in after the sociocognitive conflict.
In this interpersonal situation, as was the case in individual situations (e.g., Butler, 1992, 1993), mastery goals favored interest in
the instructive information, the text, whereas performance goals
favored the search for the normative evaluative information, the
grade.

General Discussion
As mentioned earlier, the situation of sociocognitive conflict is
particular in the sense that it introduces a doubt about one’s
knowledge and competence (Butera & Mugny, 2001; McGarty,
Turner, Oakes, & Haslam, 1993). In both studies, participants were
confronted with clear, credible disagreement. With respect to
Study 1, the personality interpretation of compliance with authority is commonly observed in introductory classes and corresponds
to what Hewson and Hewson (1984) or Posner, Strike, Hewson,
and Gertzog (1982) would refer to as the naive model or misconceptions—that is, the naive conception students have before being
taught the scientific model. As far as the second study is concerned, all the disagreements were based on possible misunderstanding of the text. Eylon and Linn (1988) would refer to these
answers as coherent incorrect models, Hewson and Hewson
(1984) as plausible conceptions. In other words, these answers
were credible from the participants’ point of view.
The present studies specify two modes of regulation for coping
with sociocognitive conflict: epistemic regulation, which is focused on task understanding and examination of the validity of
each proposition, and relational regulation, which corresponds to a
defense of one’s own competence through affirmation of one’s
own point of view (Mugny et al., 2003). These two studies support
the idea that mastery goal endorsement predicts epistemic regulation, whereas performance goal endorsement predicts relational
regulation.
It is worth mentioning that the two studies differed in their
population (college students vs. high school students). Because age
has been shown to be a possible moderator of goals effects (Anderman, Austin, & Johnson, 2002) and because it seems reasonable
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to think that conflict regulation skills may increase with age
(Sandy & Cochran, 2000), one could expect differences between
these two populations. However, the links between goals and
conflict regulation were observed in both of these age groups.
These two studies also differed in terms of the dependent variables
used to assess conflict regulation. Once again, it is interesting to
note that, despite these differences, the same dynamics were observed in the two studies. That is, mastery goals predicted epistemic conflict regulation, whereas performance goals predicted
relational conflict regulation. This was the case on the direct
self-report items of conflict regulation (Study 1) as well as on a
more subtle measure of conflict regulation (Study 2), which together converge to pinpoint the links between achievement goals
and conflict regulation.
We have already discussed the fact that most of the studies
carried out in the achievement goals field have examined the way
individuals cope with the task, but at an intraindividual level. Rare
are the studies examining the effects of achievement goals on
social variables, such as perception of others and the ways to
interact with them (for exceptions, see Gabriele & Montecinos,
2001; Kaplan, 2004). The classroom, however, is a place in which
students are not alone and in which they have to contend not only
with the academic material but also with other students. The results
of these two studies represent in this sense a significant contribution to this literature. First, research has shown that mastery and
performance goals lead to interest in different kinds of information, but these effects have only been examined in individual
settings. Study 2 extends these findings to a social situation.
Second, these studies address the question of achievement goal
effect on social outcomes, given that both Study 1 and Study 2
show that achievement goals strongly affected the way participants
judged others and responded to them in a sociocognitive conflict
situation.
Moreover, in the sociocognitive conflict literature, epistemic
and relational regulations are very often invoked to explain the
effects of sociocognitive conflict in different situations (e.g., competition, competence threat). However, regulation strategies had
never been examined directly, the dependent measures being influence (e.g., Mugny, Tafani, Butera, & Pigière, 1999), strategies
of reasoning (e.g., Butera & Mugny, 1995), or cognitive progresses
(e.g., Doise & Mugny, 1984). The two studies we present fill in
this gap by showing that the two modes of conflict regulation can
be assessed by both direct self-report measures and more subtle
measures, such as attribution of competence. In the same vein, it is
worth noting that in this literature, motivation is often invoked to
explain why situational variables, such as competitive context or
asymmetry of competences, can influence the effects of sociocognitive conflict. However, the different modes of conflict regulation
had never previously been linked directly to personal motivational
variables. The contribution of the two studies presented, then, is
also to show this link explicitly by suggesting that mastery and
performance goals are motivational variables that influence the
mode of conflict regulation.
In spite of the contribution these two studies represent for the
literature on achievement goals as well as the literature on conflict
regulation, some limitations may be noted. First, the fact that these
studies are both correlational makes it impossible to establish a
causal link between goals and conflict regulation. Moreover, it is
worth noting that this research was carried out on a sample that
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was mainly composed of women. Many researchers have documented a gender effect both on conflict resolution strategies (e.g.,
Holt & DeVore, 2005; Reinisch & Sanders, 1986) and on goal
endorsement (e.g., Dweck, 1986). As a consequence, it seems
reasonable to think that male participants might not have reacted to
the sociocognitive conflict in the same way. In particular, because
they have been shown to be less likely to use cooperation strategies
in conflict situation than women, one could perhaps expect male
participants to regulate sociocognitive conflict in a relational way
regardless of the level of goal endorsement. Future research is
necessary to test this idea in a sample that is evenly composed of
male and female participants.
Finally, recent research has shown that relational conflict regulation can actually take two different forms: If defending and
asserting one’s own competence is one way to address threat,
complying and adopting the other’s point of view is another way
to do so (Darnon, Butera, Mugny, & Quiamzade, 2006). Similarly,
as mentioned in the introduction, performance goals can be either
performance-approach or performance-avoidance goals (Elliot,
1997; Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996). The only performance goals
examined in this study were performance-approach goals. Would
performance-avoidance goals lead to the same conflict regulation?
We do not think so. In particular, we think that performanceavoidance goals, because they are linked to a weak competence
expectancy, might favor compliance. Future research is needed to
examine this point.
Those limitations notwithstanding, this article is the first empirical evidence that endorsed mastery and performance goals affect
conflict regulation. As mentioned earlier, this point contributes to
both research on conflict regulation and research on achievement
goals. In addition, this article underlines the beneficial consequence of mastery goals rather than performance goals when
participants are led to discuss conflicting viewpoints. Indeed, the
conflict regulation literature has consistently argued that sociocognitive conflict leads to more positive outcomes when it is regulated
in an epistemic way than when it is regulated in a relational way
(Butera & Mugny, 1995; Darnon, Buchs, & Butera, 2002; Doise &
Mugny, 1984). These two studies show that one way to orient
students to epistemic conflict regulation is to enhance mastery
goals.
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développement cognitif [Socio-cognitive conflict and cognitive development]. Revue Suisse de Psychologie, 37, 22– 43.
Mugny, G., Tafani, E., Butera, F., & Pigière, D. (1999). Contrainte et
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