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Abstract
Integration is a valuable yet underutilized process in scientific literatures, including 
the achievement motivation literature. In this piece, we advocate for and illustrate 
the benefits of giving integration a central place within the achievement motiva-
tion literature. We pay particular attention to the hierarchical model of achievement 
motivation that is explicitly and intensively integrative in nature. We believe that 
this hierarchical model may be used as a theoretical foundation from which to organ-
ize and bring together the many different constructs and concepts in the extant lit-
erature. We further believe that the most important contributions to the literature in 
the next decade and beyond will be integrative—bringing together what is currently 
separate to form a more complete and comprehensive whole.

Keywords Integration · Achievement motivation · Hierarchical model · 
Achievement goal complex

The achievement motivation literature has a long and laudable history. Many dif-
ferent explanatory constructs have been proffered over the years, including needs/
motives, expectancies/perceptions, values, implicit theories, goals, attributions, 
emotions, and intelligence/ability (see the table of contents of the Handbook of 
Competence and Motivation; Elliot & Dweck, 2005, p. xiii, where these are identi-
fied as the “central constructs” in the achievement motivation literature). Theoreti-
cal and empirical work on these constructs has borne considerable fruit, yielding a 
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deeper and clearer understanding of achievement motivation in incremental fashion. 
Applied research has taken the insights gleaned from the theoretical and empirical 
work and used them to address important practical issues in daily life in the school, 
sport, and work domains and (far) beyond. Truly there is much to like about the 
emergence and development of the scholarly study of achievement motivation.

One limitation of the achievement motivation literature, however, is that much 
of the existing theoretical and applied work has been carried out in siloed fash-
ion. That is, research on one explanatory construct has typically taken place in 
isolation from research on other explanatory constructs (Anderman, 2020; Pin-
trich, 1994). Indeed, it is commonplace for researchers to cast their focal con-
struct and the other available constructs as competitors, vying with each other 
to account for variance in the phenomena under consideration. This siloed/com-
petitive approach is understandable and even commendable. It is understandable 
given that achievement motivation is complex and multifaceted (as the many and 
varied “central constructs” mentioned above attest), and it is undoubtedly neces-
sary and beneficial to initially study these constituent parts independently and in 
isolation. It is commendable in that a new construct should only be introduced 
into a literature to the extent that it makes a unique, distinctive contribution 
both empirically (i.e., discriminant validity; Campbell & Fiske, 1959) and with 
regard to conceptual understanding (i.e., construct validity; Cronbach & Meehl, 
1955). This facilitates parsimony and clarity.

Nevertheless, in surveying the lay of the achievement motivation landscape, 
we believe that the primary explanatory constructs in the literature have been 
identified and sufficiently understood to the point that the most important need 
at present is for research that integrates the extant available constructs. Rather 
than researchers and conceptual camps carrying out isolated research pro-
grams or competing with each other to find differences and uniqueness in their 
approaches, we believe the time has come for a primary focus on integration 
and collaboration. Doing so promises to generate deeper, clearer insights into 
achievement motivation that produce a more comprehensive account and under-
standing of this important domain of inquiry. Each construct and conceptual 
approach has strengths and weaknesses, and we believe that integrating them 
will emphatically demonstrate that the integrative whole is more than the sum 
of its siloed parts. In fact, we believe that the major advances of the next decade 
(and, likely, beyond) within the achievement motivation literature will be inte-
grative in nature. Failing to move from isolation to integration runs the risk of 
the literature stagnating and remaining incomplete. It is time for integration to 
take center stage.

In the present piece, we seek to facilitate this movement toward integration. 
We begin by defining and specifying the conceptual nature and parameters of 
the achievement motivation literature. We then describe and overview an exist-
ing integrative framework within this literature, the hierarchical model of 
achievement motivation. We proceed to highlight a concept within the hierarchi-
cal model, achievement goal complex, that we believe represents a particularly 
promising opportunity for integrative contributions. We conclude by telescoping 
out to envision a broadly integrated achievement motivation literature.
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Definition and Conceptualization in the Achievement Motivation 
Literature

Just as protracted siloing and competition among researchers get in the way of 
integration, the lack of clear, precise construct definition and conceptualization 
can also be a formidable impediment (Podsakoff et  al., 2016). Scientific litera-
tures often struggle with problems regarding and related to construct definition 
and conceptualization; motivation science in general and achievement motiva-
tion science in particular are no exceptions (Koenka, 2020; Murphy & Alexander, 
2000; Pintrich, 1994). Constructs must be precisely defined and conceptualized 
so that their nature and boundaries are clearly understood, and so that they may 
be carefully differentiated from other constructs in the conceptual space. Once 
clarity and precision are in place on the definitional and conceptual front, the 
foundation is set for the bringing together of separate constructs to create the 
integral whole. Without such clarity and precision, jingle fallacies (i.e., two con-
structs that are different are mistakenly given the same label; Thorndike, 1904) 
and jangle fallacies (i.e., different labels are mistakenly given to the same con-
struct; Kelley, 1927) abound.

Much like construct definition and conceptualization are integral to good sci-
ence, defining and delineating the conceptual space that is the focal point of one’s 
science is of critical importance. Therefore, before turning to construct defini-
tion and conceptualization, we first address the broader issue of defining and 
delineating the nature and function of achievement motivation. Both the terms 
“achievement” and “motivation” (and variants therein) commonly appear in daily 
language and, therefore, have colloquial usages and meanings. It is in this type 
of instance, when well-known and oft-used words are also utilized in scientific 
discourse, that careful and precise scientific definition and conceptualization are 
particularly needed.

Colloquially, especially in Western cultures, the term achievement commonly 
connotes a performance or accomplishment, especially one that is individual, pub-
lic, and norm-based (i.e., relative to others). In the scientific literature on achieve-
ment motivation, achievement means competence, that is “a condition or quality 
of effectiveness, ability, sufficiency, or success” (Elliot, 2005, p. 5; drawing on the 
Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd Edition (1989), and Merriam-Webster’s 3rd New 
International Dictionary Unabridged, 1961). Competence implies a comparison 
or evaluation relative to a standard of excellence (Crandall et  al., 1960; Elliot, 
1997; Heckhausen, 1991; McClelland et  al., 1953; Nicholls, 1984), and these 
comparisons and evaluations may be multifarious in nature. Thus, placing com-
petence at the conceptual core of achievement yields a much broader and more 
inclusive conceptualization than the colloquial understanding of the term affords.

Colloquially, the term motivation connotes quantity, an amount of desire or 
effort that drives or is manifest in behavior. In the scientific literature on motiva-
tion, motivation means the energization and direction of behavior (Arkes & Gar-
ske, 1977; Cofer & Appley, 1964; Elliot, 1997; Mook, 1987; Petri & Govern, 
2012; Reeve, 2009). Energization is the initial impetus or instigator of behavior 
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(James, 1890/1950). Its functional role is to invigorate, engage, and orient the per-
son in a general way; it is commonly experienced by people as a desire, a fear, an 
interest, or a concern. Energization represents the “why” of behavior, the reason 
that a person is engaged in an action (Elliot, 2020). In the achievement motivation 
literature, researchers have used the following types of constructs to represent 
energization: Needs/motives, values, expectancies/self-perceptions, implicit theo-
ries, and subjective and objective environmental emphases and cues (which acti-
vate or accentuate the aforementioned constructs). Direction is the channeling or 
guiding of behavior. Its functional role is to focus the person on a more specific, 
concrete possibility that addresses the energization (i.e., the chronically or situ-
ationally activated desire, fear, interest, or concern); it is commonly experienced 
by people as goal pursuit. Direction attends to the “what” or “how” of behav-
ior, the specific way that a person is engaging in the self-regulation of behavior 
(Elliot, 2020). In the achievement motivation literature, researchers have typically 
used goals to represent direction, although strategies, tactics, and intentions also 
fit this category. As with achievement above, defining motivation in terms of the 
energization and direction of behavior yields a much broader and more inclusive 
conceptualization than the colloquial understanding of the term affords. Putting 
the two concepts—achievement and motivation—together, achievement motiva-
tion is defined as the energization and direction of competence-relevant behavior.

We would be remiss if we did not point to a critical conceptual distinction within 
the study of motivation that applies equally to energization and direction—the 
approach-avoidance distinction. Approach motivation represents the energization 
by or direction of behavior toward positive stimuli (i.e., objects, events, possibili-
ties). Avoidance motivation represents the energization by or direction of behavior 
away from negative stimuli (again, objects, events, possibilities; Elliot, 2006). This 
approach-avoidance distinction is fundamental and basic to any analysis of moti-
vated behavior and any full and complete account of achievement motivation must 
include it, both in theorizing and in empirical work.

The Hierarchical Model of Achievement Motivation

The hierarchical model of achievement motivation is a framework that has emerged 
and developed over the past several decades, and that is explicitly and intensively 
integrative in nature. We think this model not only highlights and illustrates the 
value of an integrative approach to achievement motivation, but that it also repre-
sents a theoretical foundation from which integrative work may be organized and 
carried out. The model has been generative over the years, bringing together many 
different constructs and ideas in the extant literature.

A core premise of the hierarchical model is that energization and direction are 
separate, equally important components of motivation. Energization and direction 
serve different functional roles in motivation, and both are needed for a full and 
thorough account of motivational phenomena. Energization is needed to explain 
why people orient to particular stimuli, but energization is too general and dif-
fuse to guide behavior in an effective manner. Energization must be accompanied 
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by direction, which serves energization by channeling it and providing a concrete 
focus for the self-regulation of behavior. That is, when desires, fears, concerns, 
interests, etc. are activated, individuals commonly adopt and pursue specific aims 
to help them concretely attend to and regulate these more general forms of energiza-
tion. Energization is seen as exerting a distal, indirect influence on behavior via the 
directional constructs that they prompt and that proximally predict ongoing behavior 
(Elliot, 1999; Elliot & Church, 1997).

There are multiple ways in which energization may be activated or evoked, and 
these may occur in concert (i.e., they are not mutually exclusive). First, some ener-
gization constructs are chronically accessible, representing an evolutionary or genet-
ically engrained predisposition, extended exposure and learning over time, and/or a 
combination of these sources. For example, the need for achievement may be con-
strued as a basic human need (Ryan & Deci, 2019), a socialized motive disposition 
(McClelland et al., 1953), or a mix of both (Elliot et al., 2002). Regardless of origin, 
in this instance, individuals navigate daily life with these dispositional propensities 
chronically activated. Second, some energization constructs represent propensi-
ties that are activated or evoked by situational cues or affordances. For example, an 
achievement situation in which the instrumental stakes are high, the probability of 
success is low, and/or performance outcomes are publically displayed will activate 
concerns about failing for individuals who have a propensity to experience shame 
upon failure (Ames, 1992; Birney et  al., 1969). Third, when situational cues are 
strong enough, they may create desires, fears, concerns, interests, etc. even among 
those without pre-existing propensities. For example, if the aforementioned situ-
ational cues are strong and salient enough, they may evoke concerns about failing 
even in individuals for whom this response is infrequent or even foreign. Fourth, 
energization may be evoked “bottom-up” in the hierarchy by a directional construct, 
whereby the directional construct serves as a cue the prompts activation of the ener-
gization construct. An example of this form of motivational spreading-of-activation 
would be a boss assigning a salesperson a target goal that activates his/her competi-
tive tendency.

With regard to directional constructs, they are often created and adopted through 
conscious, deliberative processes focused on what will help the individual address 
an activated desire, fear, concern, interest, etc. For example, when a concern about 
demonstrating immutable incompetence is activated, a student may adopt the goal 
of doing better than others at a task or activity. Directional constructs may be used 
so frequently that they become automated, and therefore present themselves as the 
default focus and way of regulating, independent of deliberative selection processes 
(Custers et al., 2019; Wood et al., 2022). For example, if one repeatedly adopts the 
goal of not doing worse than others, one may use this goal as a default in entering a 
new situation, even if failure or even achievement is not a focal aspect of the situa-
tion. Finally, as alluded to in the preceding paragraph, directional constructs may be 
assigned by an external source, with the only decision being the degree to which one 
accepts and commits to regulating accordingly.

The hierarchical model is hierarchical in two primary ways—focus and function. 
Regarding focus, the model brings together constructs that are abstract, general, and 
broadly applicable, and connects them to constructs that are concrete, specific, and 
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more narrowly applicable. Regarding function, the constructs in the model serve dif-
ferent roles, some energize and have an indirect and distal influence on behavior, 
while others guide and have a direct, proximal influence on behavior. Together, these 
higher- and lower-order constructs form a more complete and informative account of 
achievement motivation than any single construct or type of construct in isolation.

In a good deal of achievement motivation research, the distinction between ener-
gization and direction is neither attended to nor even acknowledged. As such, some 
accounts of achievement motivation overemphasize one component over the other, 
ignore one component altogether, and/or collapse the two components together with-
out accounting for their distinct natures and functions (see, for example, the original 
goal orientation approach to achievement goals; Ames, 1992). The results can be 
problematic, including an unbalanced, incomplete, and/or unclear conceptual analy-
sis. A lack of clarity on the conceptual front translates directly into a lack of clarity 
and imprecision on the operational front, which leads to a lack of clear empirical 
findings, which accrue to produce a literature that stagnates and fails to reach its full 
potential (Elliot, 2023).

In the hierarchical model, there is an emphasis on a two-step process for devel-
oping a conceptual account of achievement motivation. The first step is to separate 
and clearly define both the nature and function of energization and direction. The 
second step is to then take these two separate and clearly defined components and 
join them together to create the full model. This process, importantly, carried out in 
this order, yields the desirable combination of clear and precise conceptualization 
with full and complete theoretical explanation (Elliot, 2020). In short, it facilitates 
optimal integration.

This integrative approach opens the door to a number of possibilities for con-
ceptual and empirical work. First and foremost, it provides a template for how the 
various existing achievement motivation frameworks, most of which emphasize one 
component and one type of construct, can be brought together and studied within a 
single model. For example, achievement motives account for energization but not 
direction, and achievement goals account for direction but not energization; when 
considered together these constructs account for both aspects of motivation. Second, 
it allows one to study how the same energization can be served by many different 
types of directional aids. For example, those with a high fear of failure can simply 
adopt a goal that is also focused on avoiding failure or they can regulate their gen-
eral failure concerns by adopting and pursuing a goal that is focused on succeed-
ing (in order to avoid failure). This illustrates that aversive energization is not des-
tiny, but may be regulated in a more positive, appetitive direction (Elliot & Church, 
1997). Third, it allows one to study how the same directional construct can have 
different implications for processes and outcomes as a function of different types 
of underlying energization (Elliot, 2006). For example, those with a goal focused 
on succeeding may pursue this goal out of an intrinsic valuing of task engagement 
or they may pursue this goal out of an instrumental desire to impress one’s teacher, 
peers, or parents. The former goal pursuit is likely to be experienced as enjoyable 
and personally volitional, whereas the latter goal pursuit is likely to be experienced 
as more pressured and externally driven. These are just some of the many benefits of 
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engaging in the two-step process of integration carried out in the hierarchical model 
of achievement motivation.

An additional, important benefit of separating the energization and direction 
components of motivation is that it helps to establish and clearly define the bound-
ary conditions for what is and what is not considered achievement motivation. As 
noted, achievement is conceptualized in terms of competence, and competence must 
be present in either the energization or the direction component of motivation for 
achievement motivation to be implicated. That is, competence can present in both 
the energization and direction component, but it need not be; if competence is pre-
sent in one or the other, achievement motivation is implicated. Thus, non-compe-
tence-based energization (e.g., the aforementioned desire to impress an authority 
figure or peer) may underlie competence-based direction (e.g., striving to be bet-
ter than others at school), or competence-based energization (e.g., a chronic desire 
to compete with others) may prompt non-competence-based direction (e.g., aiming 
to become friends with a highly popular person)—in both instances, achievement 
motivation is implicated. In addition, motivation within a context that is commonly 
viewed as an achievement context (e.g., school) is not achievement motivation if 
competence is not involved in the energization or direction of behavior. For exam-
ple, a student at school with a chronic desire to avoid rejection (energization) with 
the goal (direction) of being invited to a weekend party at a new friend’s house) is 
not achievement motivated. In short, separating energization and direction simul-
taneously broadens the conceptual reach of the achievement motivation literature, 
and provides clear parameters for identifying what lies outside the purview of this 
literature.

The Goal Construct Within the Hierarchical Model

As suggested by the aforementioned examples, the goal construct is an important 
directional construct within the hierarchical model. In fact, it is viewed as the con-
ceptual centerpiece or hub of the model. Goal is defined as “a cognitive representa-
tion of a future object that the organism is committed to approach or avoid” (Elliot 
& Fryer, 2008, p. 244). “Object” in this definition can mean many different things 
(e.g., outcome, experience, characteristic), and with regard to achievement goals, 
it means competence. Thus, an achievement goal is a cognitive representation of a 
future competence-based possibility that a person is committed to approach or avoid 
(Elliot, 2006).

The achievement goal literature is voluminous, and different models of achieve-
ment goals have been proffered and utilized within it. One that is commonly used, 
and that we will primarily focus on herein, is the 2 × 2 standards model of achieve-
ment goals (Elliot & Murayama, 2008). In this model, achievement goals are concep-
tualized in terms of two basic components of competence—definition and valence. 
Definition represents the standard that is used to evaluate a person’s level of com-
petence. Two standards are identified, a task-/self-based standard (labeled mastery) 
and an other-based standard (labeled performance). Valence represents whether the 
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person is focused on the positive possibility of success (labeled approach) or the 
negative possibility of failure (labeled avoidance). When considered together, these 
two components produce the four goals of the 2 × 2 model: a mastery-approach goal 
focused on approaching task-/self-based competence (e.g., “I am trying to do bet-
ter than I have done before”), a mastery-avoidance goal focused on avoiding task-/
self-based incompetence (e.g., “I am trying to avoid doing worse than I have done 
before”), a performance-approach goal focused on approaching other-based com-
petence (“I am trying to do better than others”), and a performance-avoidance goal 
focused on avoiding other-based incompetence (“I am trying to avoid doing poorly 
compared to others”; Elliot, 1999).1

Achievement goals are viewed as establishing a precise type of focus on 
competence that creates a framework for how people interpret, experience, and 
act in achievement contexts (Dweck, 1986; Nicholls, 1984). These goals spec-
ify what a person is aiming for and their concrete focus in a competence-rele-
vant situation. The hierarchical model posits that these specific aims emerge 
from and functionally serve the more general underlying reasons that represent 
the energization of behavior. The reason(s) behind a goal explain(s) why the 
individual has adopted and is pursuing the goal. Achievement goals are not suf-
ficient to account for competence-motivated behavior, it is also necessary to 
identify the energization source of these goals. Goals may come from many 
different sources and together, these goals and their broader motivational con-
texts provide a full account—addressing both energization and direction—of 
competence-relevant behavior (Elliot & Thrash, 2001). Linking achievement 
goals to other constructs, both within the achievement motivation literature and 
beyond, that serve as energizers or psychological processes is what the hierar-
chical model has focused on in building its integrative framework.

Integration from the Perspective of the Hierarchical Model

Achievement goals have been conceptually and empirically linked to each of the 
central constructs (Elliot & Dweck, 2005) in the achievement motivation litera-
ture. Some of these integrative links have received significant research attention 
(e.g., achievement needs/motives), whereas others have only begun to be explored 
(e.g., achievement values). Furthermore, some empirical work has focused on 
linking achievement goals to constructs outside of the competence domain, greatly 
extending the breadth of the hierarchical model. Finally, some of these con-
structs (within and beyond the competence domain) are conceptualized as ante-
cedents and energizers of achievement goals, some as moderators or mediators 

1 The definition and conceptualization of goals herein is equally relevant to other competence-based goal 
constructs such as personal best goals (Martin, 2006), potential-based goals (Elliot et al., 2015), social 
achievement goals (Ryan & Shim, 2006), goals in the standpoints model (Korn & Elliot, 2016), and spe-
cific, difficult goals in goal-setting theory (when focused on competence; Seits et al., 2004). These con-
structs fit within the hierarchical model in the same manner as the goals in the 2 × 2 standards model of 
achievement goals.
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of achievement goals, and some as a mix of the aforementioned. In the following, 
we review research in this area, starting with central competence-based constructs 
that have received noteworthy research attention, and then moving on to other cen-
tral competence-based constructs, as well as other constructs beyond the compe-
tence domain.

Achievement Needs/Motives Dispositional tendencies to seek success and avoid fail-
ure have long been posited in the achievement motivation literature (for a review, see 
Elliot et al., 2002). These dispositions have been conceptualized as basic needs inher-
ent to our psychological makeup, such as the need for achievement (Murray, 1938) 
and the need for competence or effectance (Deci & Ryan, 1991; White, 1959), and 
as socialized propensities grounded in associations between success and pride (the 
achievement motive; McClelland et al., 1953) and failure and shame (Atkinson, 1957). 
Needs and motives are posited to drive affect, cognition, and behavior across a wide 
array of achievement-relevant situations (McClelland, 1985).

Within the hierarchical model, needs and motives are viewed as energizers of 
behavior that orient the individual, making the general concepts of success or failure 
salient. These general motivational dispositions are posited to prompt the adoption of 
concrete achievement goals, which serve as “focused needs” or cognitive-dynamic 
manifestations of their underlying competence-based propensities. Needs and motives 
are cast as indirect predictors of achievement outcomes, with achievement goals serv-
ing as direct regulators and proximal predictors of behavior (Elliot, 1997).

Elliot and Church (1997) provided data supportive of this integration. Under-
graduates completed measures of need for achievement and fear of failure at the 
beginning of a semester, and indicated their achievement goals for the class 
a week later; they took several exams during the semester and reported their 
intrinsic motivation for (i.e., interest in and enjoyment of) the class at the end 
of the semester. The data indicated that need for achievement was a positive 
predictor of students’ mastery-approach goals (mastery-avoidance goals were 
not included) and performance-approach goals, whereas fear of failure was a 
positive predictor of students’ performance-avoidance goals and performance-
approach goals (the latter representing a proactive way of coping with the fear 
of failure by striving to succeed). Mastery-approach and performance-approach 
goals were positive predictors of intrinsic motivation and academic perfor-
mance, respectively, while performance-avoidance goals negatively predicted 
both intrinsic motivation and academic performance. The need for achievement 
and fear of failure had no direct influence on the outcome variables, and the 
indirect path model from motives to goals to outcomes fit the data well. In sub-
sequent studies, we obtained additional support for aspects and extensions of 
this integration (e.g., with implicit and self-attributed motives; Thrash & Elliot, 
2002; with work mastery and competitiveness components of need for achieve-
ment, Elliot & McGregor, 2001; including mastery-avoidance goals, Elliot & 
Murayama, 2008; in the sports domain, Conroy et al., 2003). Empirical work by 
other researchers has provided further support for the motives/needs predicting 
goals aspect of the model (Conroy, 2004; Johnson et al., 2013) or the full path 
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model (Chen et  al., 2009; Diseth & Kobbeltvedt, 2010; Harackiewicz et  al., 
2008; Nien & Duda, 2008; Tanaka & Yamauchi, 2001; Zusho et al., 2005).2

Test Anxiety: Trait and State Test anxiety is defined as the experience of apprehen-
sion regarding competence evaluation (Speilberger & Vagg, 1995). Researchers have 
studied the nature of test anxiety for over a century (Folin et al., 1914) and its impli-
cations for decades (Brown, 1938; Mandler & Sarason, 1952), and two central dis-
tinctions have emerged in the literature. One distinction is the trait-state distinction: 
Trait test anxiety represents an individual difference indicating that those high in test 
anxiety experience evaluation apprehension across time and achievement situations; 
state test anxiety represents a situation-specific experience of evaluation apprehen-
sion that is likely to be encountered by most in a given achievement setting (Spiel-
berger, 1972). The other distinction is the worry-emotionality distinction: Worry 
represents cognitive concerns about the consequences of failure, and is posited to 
have a negative effect on performance; emotionality represents negative feelings and 
concomitant autonomic arousal during evaluation and is posited to have implica-
tions for well-being but not performance attainment (Liebert & Morris, 1967).

Within the hierarchical model, trait test anxiety is viewed as having a similar 
energizing and orienting function as the fear of failure motive described above. Test 
anxiety theorists construe fear of failure as an important aspect of trait text anxiety 
(Hill, 1972). Achievement motive theorists have considered trait text anxiety and 
fear of failure to be essentially equivalent (Atkinson & Feather, 1966), and trait test 
anxiety measures have been used to operationalize fear of failure in many studies in 
this tradition (Heckhausen, 1991; McClelland, 1985). Thus, trait test anxiety is pos-
ited to prompt the adoption of performance-based achievement goals that, in turn, 
channel and regulate the underlying evaluation apprehension and proximally pre-
dict achievement-relevant outcomes (Elliot, 1997; Elliot & McGregor, 1999). State 
test anxiety, on the other hand, is viewed as a mechanism that explains the delete-
rious influence of performance-avoidance goals on achievement outcomes. Perfor-
mance-avoidance goals focus on the possibility of normative failure which is likely 
to evoke both worry and emotionality; worry cognitions are thought to undermine 
both quantitative (e.g., performance) and qualitative (e.g., intrinsic motivation) out-
comes, while emotional arousal is thought to undermine qualitative outcomes only. 
Performance-approach goals focus on the possibility of normative success and may 
be seen as an appetitive coping strategy used to regulate trait test anxiety; accord-
ingly, these goals may evoke emotional arousal to some degree but not worry cogni-
tions, which keeps them from undermining performance attainment (Elliot, 1997).

Elliot and McGregor (1999) yielded findings supportive of this integration. 
Undergraduates completed a measure of trait test anxiety at the beginning of a 
semester and indicated their achievement goals for an upcoming exam two weeks 

2 In providing supportive citations, both here and throughout this article, we seek to demonstrate that 
other research has found similar patterns of relations. We do not seek to convey that the cited work is 
entirely supportive in all ways, nor that each and every study in the literature provides support. Readers 
interested in a particular relation are encouraged to access and read the cited work, which will provide 
detail on the focal relations and the broader “forest view” of the literature.



1 3

Educational Psychology Review           (2023) 35:77  Page 11 of 31    77 

prior to the exam. Immediately following the exam, the students reported the degree 
to which they experienced (omnibus) state anxiety, worry, and emotionality during 
the exam. The data indicated that trait test anxiety was a positive predictor of stu-
dents’ performance-avoidance goals and performance-approach goals, which were 
negative and positive predictors of exam performance, respectively. The indirect 
path model from trait anxiety to goals to achievement fits the data well. The state 
test anxiety data supported the role of the state test anxiety variables as mediators. 
Performance-avoidance goals were a positive predictor of state anxiety, worry, and 
emotionality, performance-approach goals were a positive predictor of emotional-
ity, and (not predicted) mastery-approach goals were a negative predictor of worry 
(mastery-avoidance goals were not included). State test anxiety and worry (but not 
emotionality), in turn, negatively predicted exam performance, and the indirect path 
models (from goals to anxiety variables to performance fit the data well. In sub-
sequent studies, we obtained additional support for aspects and extensions of this 
integration (e.g., including mastery-avoidance goals, Elliot & McGregor, 2001; with 
anticipatory state test anxiety, McGregor & Elliot, 2002; including intrinsic motiva-
tion as an outcome, Cury et al., 2002a, 2002b; focused on anxiety experienced while 
studying, Pekrun et  al., 2009; using within-person analyses, Goetz et  al., 2016). 
Other researchers have conducted studies that have provided further support for one 
or more aspects of the model (for trait test anxiety: Riou et al., 2012; Smith et al., 
2002; Song et al., 2020; Stan & Oprea, 2015; for state test anxiety: Bandalos et al., 
2003; Chang, 2021; Daniels et al., 2008; Eum & Rice, 2011; Liu et al., 2020; Lopez, 
1999; Middleton & Midgley, 1997; Pajares et al., 2000; Skaalvik, 2018).

Implicit Theories of Ability Implicit theories of ability are lay beliefs about the 
nature of competence. Dweck introduced this construct to the achievement motiva-
tion literature in several seminal pieces (Dweck, 1986; Dweck & Bempechat, 1983), 
contending that individuals tend to embrace one of two theories of ability: an entity 
theory (a belief that competence is immutable and stable) or an incremental theory 
(a belief that competence is changeable). These theories are conceptualized as mind-
sets that guide and dictate individuals’ affect, cognition, cognition, and behavior in 
achievement settings. Entity theory is posited to lead to maladaptive processes and 
outcomes, whereas incremental theory is posited to lead to adaptive processes and 
outcomes (Dweck, 1999).

Within the hierarchical model, implicit theories are viewed as cognitive concep-
tions of the nature of ability that prompts the adoption of achievement goals (Elliot, 
1999). When one holds an entity belief that ability is fixed, one seeks to demon-
strate that one has this immutable attribute by performing better than others (a per-
formance-approach goal) or at least by not performing worse than others (a perfor-
mance-avoidance goal). On the other hand, when one holds an incremental belief 
that ability is malleable, one seeks to develop this changeable attribute by master-
ing tasks or doing better than one has done before (a mastery-approach goal) or by 
not making mistakes or doing worse than one has done before (a mastery-avoidance 
goal). Entity and incremental theories are viewed as indirect predictors of achieve-
ment outcomes, and achievement goals are seen as the direct and proximal predic-
tors (Elliot, 2006).
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Cury et al. (2006) provided data supportive of this integration. In the first study, 
middle school students completed a measure of implicit theories for math at the 
beginning of a semester, and indicated their achievement goals for their math class 
three weeks later; grade data were acquired from school records. The data indicated 
that incremental theory was a positive predictor of math performance, whereas 
entity theory was a negative predictor. Incremental theory positively predicted 
mastery-approach and mastery-avoidance goals, and entity theory positively pre-
dicted performance-approach and performance-avoidance goals. Mastery-approach 
and mastery-avoidance goals were unrelated to math performance; performance-
approach goals were positive predictors and math performance and performance-
avoidance goals were negative predictors. Mastery-based goals did not have any 
intermediary role in predicting performance, whereas performance-based goals had 
different types of intermediary roles—suppression and mediation, respectively. Spe-
cifically, entity theory facilitated performance-approach goals, and these goals in 
turn facilitated math performance; performance-approach goals served as suppres-
sors of the direct negative relation between entity theory and math performance, as 
this direct relation increased when performance-approach goals were accounted for. 
Entity theory also facilitated performance-avoidance goals, and these goals in turn 
debilitated math performance; performance-avoidance goals served as mediators 
of the direct negative relation between entity theory and math performance, as this 
direct relation decreased when performance-avoidance goals were accounted for. In 
the second study, Cury et al. (2006) extended this work by using an implicit theories 
manipulation, focusing on IQ test performance, and including an intrinsic motiva-
tion measure. The results were highly similar to those obtained in the first study, 
again supporting the proposed integration. In other studies, we obtained additional 
support (in one instance, partial support) for the implicit theories to achievement 
goals aspects of the model (Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Mascret et al., 2015, 2017). 
Other researchers have likewise obtained supportive data, for both the theories to 
goals aspect of the model (Burnette et al., 2013; Cury et al., 2002a, 2002b; Payne 
et al., 2007; Riou et al., 2012; Vella et al., 2016; Vogler & Bakken, 2007; Yeager 
et al., 2016), and the full model (Corrion et al., 2010; Lou & Noels, 2016; Moreno 
et al., 2010; Shih, 2021; Yan & Wang, 2021; Wang et al., 2009).

Other Competence‑Based Constructs The other central constructs in the achievement 
motivation literature have also been integrated within the hierarchical model, both 
conceptually and empirically, both in our lab and in other labs. Achievement values 
such as task attainment value (the personal importance of doing well; Eccles et al., 
1983) and competence valuation (caring about competence; Harackiewicz & Man-
derlink, 1984) have been posited and shown to be predictors of achievement goals 
(Church et al., 2001; Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Elliot & Reis, 2003; see also Con-
ley, 2012; Hong et  al., 2020; Jiang et  al., 2018; Plante et  al., 2013; Yan & Wang, 
2021). Competence expectancies and perceptions (including subjective probabilities 
of success and failure, perceived competence, self-efficacy, and ability self-concept; 
Bandura, 1986; Harter, 1982; Senko & Harackiewicz, 2005) have been documented 
as both predictors of and processes emerging from achievement goals (Cury et al., 
2006; Elliot & Church, 1997; Mascret et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2007; see also Bong, 
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2009; Chiang et al., 2011; Cho et al., 2011; Jaakkola et al., 2016; Jiang et al., 2014; 
Morris & Kavussanu, 2008; Ommundsen, 2004; Senko & Hulleman, 2013; Skaal-
vik, 1997; Tanaka et al., 2006; Warburton & Spray, 2008). Achievement attributions 
(i.e., perceived causes for success and failure in achievement situations; Weiner & 
Kukla, 1970) are integral to cognitive strategies such as self-handicapping tendencies 
(affording an external attribution for failure by constructing or claiming obstacles 
to performance) that both predict and are predicted by achievement goals (Elliot & 
Church, 2003; Elliot et al., 2006; see also Ferradás et al., 2016; Haynes et al., 2008; 
Lee et al., 2021; Leondari & Gonida, 2007; Midgley & Urdan, 2001; Skaalvik, 2018; 
Urdan, 2004; Yu & McLellan, 2019); achievement goals have also been posited and 
shown to be predictors of ability, effort, task difficulty, and luck attributions; Elliot, 
1997; see also Arens & Waterman, 2021; Luo et al., 2014; Wolters et al., 2013).

Characteristics or perceived characteristics of the achievement environment 
(Ames, 1992), such as a normative emphasis or stringent evaluation have also 
been posited and shown to influence achievement goal adoption, both directly and 
through activating the aforementioned constructs (Church et al., 2001; Elliot, 1999; 
Elliot et al., 2018; see also Anderman & Anderman, 1999; Bardach et al., 2020; Hal-
vari et al., 2011; Karabenick, 2004; Luo et al., 2011; Midgley & Urdan, 2001; Negru 
& Damien, 2010; Peng et  al., 2018; Polychroni et  al., 2012; Schwinger & Stiens-
meier-Pelster, 2011; Urdan, 2004; Warburton, 2017). Intelligence/ability (Sternberg, 
2005), more specifically, proxies for intelligence/ability such as past achievement 
or standardized test scores, have been used as control variables in documenting 
antecedents and consequences of achievement goals (Church et al., 2001; Elliot & 
Thrash, 2010; Harackiewicz et al., 2002; Murayama & Elliot, 2012; see also Anwar 
& Menekse, 2020; Arens & Waterman, 2021; Barron et  al., 2006; Darnon et  al., 
2007; Haynes et al., 2008; Lavrijsen et al. 2022; Wolters et al., 2013).

Non‑Competence‑Based Constructs Integration within the hierarchical model 
of achievement motivation is not limited to competence-based constructs per se. 
Other constructs from theoretical frameworks and research traditions outside of 
the achievement motivation literature may also be and have been included in the 
integration process (Elliot, 1999; Liem & Elliot, 2018). This form of integration is 
very important because it dramatically expands the conceptual reach, generativity, 
and practical utility of the hierarchical model. Scholars and laypeople alike tend to 
believe that competence-based desires, concerns, and strivings pervade daily life, 
and empirical work that brings together these competence-based energization and/
or direction constructs with other non-competence-based constructs validates these 
intuitions about breadth and ubiquity.

Many different forms of this distinct type of integration of competence-based 
and non-competence-based constructs are present in the achievement motivation 
literature. Illustrative examples Include the following: temperaments (Gray, 1987), 
namely approach and avoidance temperament, as predictors of achievement goals 
(Elliot & Thrash, 2002, 2010; see also Bipp et  al., 2017; Bjørnebekk & Diseth, 
2021; Lochbaum et  al., 2013; Rawlings et  al., 2020; Sánchez Rosas, 2015; Scott 
et al., 2015); attachment dimensions (Fraley & Shaver, 2000), namely anxiety and 
avoidance dimensions, and attachment security as predictors of achievement goals 
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(Elliot & Reis, 2003; see also Bal & Barušs, 2007; Maltais et  al., 2015; McNeill 
et  al., 2015; Or et  al., 2015; Özgüngör, 2020; Wang et  al., 2018); social motives 
and needs (Veroff & Veroff, 1980) such as the need for affiliation and social inter-
dependence preferences (Elliot et al., 2016; see also Bardach et al., 2020; Bipp & 
Dam, 2014; Nie & Liem, 2013; Lee et al., 2020; Pulfrey & Butera, 2016; Won et al., 
2018) and Big Five traits (Costa & McCrae, 1985) as predictors of achievement 
goals (McCabe et al., 2013; see also Bipp et al., 2008; Chen, 2015; Chen & Zhang, 
2011; Longin et  al., 2021; Miller & Speirs Neumeister, 2017; Payne et  al., 2007; 
Pickett et al., 2019; Zheng et al., 2019); trait autonomy, autonomy support, and felt 
autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2019) as predictors of achievement goals and mediators of 
achievement goal effects (Chen et al., 2018; Elliot & McGregor, 2001; McGregor 
& Elliot, 2002; see also Ciani et al., 2011; Diseth & Samdal, 2014; Jiang & Zhang, 
2021; Kenny et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2003; Madjar et al., 2012; Pelletier et al., 2013; 
Shih, 2013; Xu et  al., 2018); the link between structural socioeconomic variables 
and achievement goals, including income inequality in one’s local area (i.e., zip code 
or county) as an indirect predictor of achievement goals via perceived competitive-
ness (Sommet & Elliot, 2022; Sommet et al., 2019a, 2019b), social class (e.g., first- 
vs. continuing-generation college student status) as a predictor of achievement goals 
(Sommet et al., 2015; see also Akhter, 2019; Berger & Archer, 2016, 2018; Erentaitė 
et al., 2022; Jury et al., 2015) and moderator of the relation between achievement 
goals and outcomes (Bruno et al., 2019; Darnon et al., 2018), and social mobility 
beliefs as a moderator or mediator of the relation between social class and achieve-
ment goals (Bruno et  al.  2020; Jury et  al., 2018; Jury et  al., 2019). These are all 
examples focused on achievement goals; many other, as yet unexplored areas of 
empirical work that focus on other central achievement motivation constructs also 
hold great promise, and we encourage more researchers to till this fertile ground.

Achievement Goal Complexes

As described thus far, the hierarchical model of achievement motivation implicitly 
uses a billiard ball metaphor to characterize the relation between energization and 
direction constructs. Energization constructs are portrayed as the instigator of motiva-
tion that orients attention, and this energization is then channeled in a concrete way 
by selecting a directional construct such as an achievement goal (achievement goal 
will be used as the running example in this section; for a graphical representation of 
an example using the billiard ball approach, see Fig.  1). In this conceptualization, 
energization is construed as a distal, indirect predictor of outcomes; once energiza-
tion prompts a directional aid—an achievement goal—the goal itself operates as the 
proximal, direct predictor of outcomes. That is, energization (the first billiard ball in 
the metaphor) initiates behavior, but once a directional aid (the second billiard ball) 
is prompted (struck by the first billiard ball), the energization source is ostensibly left 
behind and exerts no continued influence. From this perspective, one might conclude 
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that the goal has the same influence on downstream affect, cognition, and behavior 
regardless of the energization source that prompted it (Elliot, 2023).

The billiard ball metaphor nicely captures the idea that two independent con-
structs work together to produce outcomes and that both constructs are needed for 
a full and complete explanation. However, this metaphor does not adequately cap-
ture the deeply intertwined way in which energization and direction work together 
in actual daily self-regulation. Energization is not simply left behind after it prompts 
the goal; rather, energization continues to exert an influence on the process of goal 
pursuit (see Lewin, 1935, for a similar idea). Energization represents the reason for 
pursuing the goal and this reason impacts the thoughts, feelings, and actions that 
emerge as one is guided by the goal. As such, the same goal can be experienced 
quite differently as a function of the energization that prompted it and that stays 
actively connected to it during self-regulation. For example, the goal “Try to do well 
compared to others in school” is undoubtedly experienced quite differently when 
pursued in order to experience the satisfaction of competitive success versus in order 
to avoid losing one’s scholarship and going further into debt.

We introduced the concept of “goal complex” into the hierarchical model to 
capture this idea that energization and direction become enmeshed together during 
the motivational process (Elliot & Thrash, 2001; Thrash & Elliot, 2001; see Mur-
ray, 1938, for a related idea). When energization prompts the adoption of a goal, 
the energization and the goal fuse together to create a third reason-goal combined 

Fig. 1  Example of Integration from the Perspective of the Hierarchical Model of Achievement Motiva-
tion: The “Billiard Ball” Approach. Note. In this example, energizational constructs (need for achieve-
ment and fear of failure) prompt directional constructs (mastery-approach and performance-approach 
goals). Only approach-based goals are included for presentation clarity
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construct that is represented in memory and operative in self-regulation (for a graph-
ical representation of an example using the goal complex approach, see Fig.  2). 
Structurally, the goal complex may be conceptualized as “Try to X in order to Y” or 
“Try to X because Y” (Sommet et al., 2021). Using the examples from the preceding 
paragraph, the goal complexes may be stated as “Try to do well compared to others 
in order to experience the satisfaction of competitive success” and “Try to do well 
compared to others in order to avoid losing my scholarship and go further into debt.” 
This illustrates that the same goal can be fused with different underlying sources of 
energization. It is also true that the same energization can prompt and become fused 
with different types of goals (Elliot, 2023). For example, one can “Try to do well 
compared to others in order to avoid my parents’ disapproval” or one can “Try to 
avoid doing poorly compared to others in order to avoid my parents’ disapproval.” 
In short, the goal complex concept is highly flexible in that it can incorporate the 
myriad variants of idiographic reason-goal combinations that animate daily life.

In addition to being highly flexible, the goal complex concept is broadly appli-
cable to any and all of the aforementioned competence-based and non-competence-
based constructs. With regard to the former, one can “Try to do well compared to 
others in order to show that I am smart” or “Try to do well compared to others in 
order to challenge myself to reach my full potential” (competence-based reasons 
grounded in implicit theories of ability); with regard to the latter, one can “Try to 
do well compared to others in order to impress my romantic partner” or one can 
“Try to do well compared to others in order to avoid losing the respect of my roman-
tic partner” (non-competence based reasons grounded in romantic interest). Beyond 

Fig. 2  Example of Integration from the Perspective of the Hierarchical Model of Achievement Motiva-
tion: The Goal Complex Approach. Note. In this example, energization constructs (autonomous and con-
trolled reasons) and directional constructs (mastery-approach and performance-approach goals) fuse into 
achievement goal complexes. Only approach-based goals are included for presentation clarity
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being highly flexible and broadly applicable, the goal complex concept is ecologi-
cally valid in that it accounts for motivation in a way that captures the ideographic, 
idiosyncratic phenomenological experience of daily self-regulation.

The goal-complex approach allows seemingly disparate aims to be addressed, 
simultaneously facilitating both conceptual precision and explanatory breadth. On 
the one hand, it embraces the importance of conciseness and clarity in defining and 
articulating the functional nature of constructs, which is an essential feature of any 
effective scientific account. On the other hand, it takes these concise, clear con-
structs and flexibly integrates them together to account for the inherent complexity 
of real-world, situated achievement behavior. Thus, we agree (and join) with those 
calling for research on broad meaning systems (Urdan & Kaplan, 2020), complex 
dynamic systems (Kaplan & Garner, 2017), and multifaceted goal orientations 
(Ames, 1992), and think that the goal complex approach represents a promising 
means to this desired end.

During the past decade, there has been a surge of empirical activity focused on 
goal complexes. Most of this research has linked achievement goals to underlying 
reasons grounded in self-determination theory, namely autonomous reasons (i.e., 
fun and enjoyable; important and meaningful) and controlled reasons (i.e., bolster-
ing one’s ego; obtaining a reward; Deci & Ryan, 2000; for reviews see Senko & 
Tropiano, 2016; Sommet et al., 2021; Vansteenkiste et al., 2014). For example, in 
a series of studies, we (Sommet & Elliot, 2017) showed that an autonomous mas-
tery-approach goal complex positively predicted adaptive achievement outcomes 
(e.g., interest, persistence, help-seeking) over and above the influence of mastery-
approach goals alone and autonomous reasons alone. Controlled mastery-approach 
goal complexes did not show the same benefits. Comparable results were observed 
for autonomous and controlled performance-approach goal complexes (see also 
Benita et  al., 2022; Gaudreau, 2012; Gillet et  al., 2017; Michou et  al., 2014; 
Özdemir Oz et al., 2016; Pulfrey et al., 2019; Sommet et al., 2019a, 2019b; Van-
steenkiste et  al., 2010). Another goal complex research has likewise documented 
the utility of achievement goal complexes involving competence-based reasons and 
other non-competence-based reasons (Hodis et al., 2016; Korn et al., 2019; Lee & 
Bong, 2016; Senko et al., 2023; Świątkowski & Dompnier, 2021; Urdan & Mestas, 
2006; Warburton & Spray, 2014).

Goal complex research has barely begun and much remains to be learned about 
this undoubtedly generative concept. One avenue for future research is to examine 
precisely how goal complexes are represented in and accessed from memory. Are 
they only represented as the fused goal complex or do the component parts continue 
to be represented independently? Likewise, can the component parts be activated 
and operate independently, or is only the fused construct accessible? An additional 
avenue for future research is to explore whether goal complexes grounded in dis-
positional tendencies have a different influence on downstream processes and out-
comes than goal complexes grounded in  situational induction. When energization 
is dispositionally grounded, it may be easier or more likely for the person to fully 
endorse and commit (including to interventions or assigned goals or strategies), or to 
do so in a way that feels self-concordant (Sheldon & Elliot, 1998); this may lead to 
greater stability or persistence of motivation over time and more favorable processes 
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and outcomes, accordingly. A corollary of this proposition is that goal complexes 
grounded in dispositions would likely be less amenable to change via intervention 
than those grounded in situational induction.

Developmental issues have yet to be examined with regard to goal complexes and 
this would be a valuable addition to the literature. Interesting questions abound such 
as “Which types of energization within goal complexes tend to emerge first in young 
children?,” “Which change more as a function of important developmental transitions 
(e.g., the move from middle school to high school), reasons or aims?,” and “Do par-
ents transmit their own reasons, aims, or full goal complexes down to their children 
(and, if so, is the transmission stronger within gender pairs than across gender pairs)?”.

Another intriguing question for future research is whether some types of ener-
gization-direction combinations within goal complexes are more beneficial than oth-
ers. For example, are goal complexes with a valence match (e.g., “Try to avoid doing 
poorly compared to others in order to avoid the shame of failure”) more efficient 
or effective in self-regulation than those with a valence mismatch (e.g., “Try to do 
well compared to others in order to avoid the shame of failure”)? Interestingly, in 
this instance it is possible to pit two hypotheses against each other: on the one hand, 
a valence match may be best given regulatory fit, but on the other hand, aversive 
motivation may be inherently problematic (especially for persistence and well-being 
outcomes) and an appetitive-aversive mismatch may be preferable (see Elliot & 
Gable, 2019; Scholer et al., 2019). Finally, an important aspiration for future empiri-
cal work is the identification of the most prevalent achievement goal complexes in 
daily life. There are literally an infinite number of idiographic achievement goal 
complexes possible, and it is important to work toward identifying and organizing 
the subset that will be most informative and beneficial to study (Senko & Tropi-
ano, 2016; Sommet et al., 2021; see Korn et al., 2019, for a historically-grounded 
selection).

To date, conceptual and empirical work on goal complexes has focused primar-
ily on a basic version of the concept involving one energization or reason construct 
coupled with one direction or aim construct (for noteworthy exceptions, see Liem 
& Elliot, 2018; Liem & Senko, 2022). It is sensible to start with this form of goal 
complex as it provides clarity in introducing the goal complex concept and affords 
precision with regard to operationalization. However, we acknowledge that this one 
reason/one aim version of goal complexes is a simplified version of what occurs in 
the real world where multiple reasons and/or multiple aims are often implicated in 
a given conative situation. Liem and Elliot (2018) discussed this in terms of dis-
tal reasons (e.g., cultural emphases such as interdependence) and proximal reasons 
(e.g., desiring to satisfy one’s parents) for achievement goal pursuit (e.g., trying 
to do well relative to others at school). In a comparable fashion, Liem and Senko 
(2022) touched on this in their discussion of multiple goals whereby, for example, 
a student could pursue a concrete lower-order achievement goal (e.g., make 10 
baskets in a basketball game) to help attain a less concrete higher-order achieve-
ment goal (e.g., do better than others in the game), all for an ultimate reason (e.g., 
impress a love interest in the stands). These examples illustrate that the distinction 
between reason/energization, on the one hand, and aim/direction, on the other hand, 
is primarily functional and that energizers and directors should not be conceived as 
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mutually exclusive but as orthogonal categories. Clearly, some general motivational 
constructs operate upstream and act as pure energizers (e.g., achievement motives, 
achievement values), whereas some specific motivational constructs operate down-
stream and act as pure directors (e.g., achievement goals, target goals focused on 
achievement; Harackiewicz & Sansone, 1991). However, any given motivational 
construct can occupy a more intermediate place and act as both an energizer and a 
director, that is, as a regulatory surrogate that cements the achievement goal com-
plex, and connects the pure energizer to the pure director.

To date, the primary focus in the goal complex literature has been on pure rea-
sons which are the initial psychological starting point for behavior, and proximal 
aims which are the immediate guides of behavior. As this literature matures, it will 
need to incorporate and empirically attend to the aforementioned complexities of 
daily motivation, goal pursuit, and self-regulation. This incorporation will have to 
occur while maintaining a balance between comprehensiveness and parsimony. A 
sufficient number of energizer(s) and director(s) will need to be conceptualized to 
account for the complexity of achievement motivation and better predict behavio-
ral outcomes. However, it will be crucial to avoid excessive reductionism and over-
specification of achievement goal complexes, as a chain of motivational constructs 
could be further parsed without improving predictive utility. This work of refining 
and expanding the concept of goal complexes may be seen as an opportunity for fur-
ther integration across motivational (especially goal- and goal-based) theorizing, for 
example, incorporating ideas regarding proximal and distal goals in goal hierarchies 
(Bandura, 1986; DeShon & Gillespie, 2005; Harackiewicz & Sansone, 1991; Locke 
& Latham, 2015), equifinality and multifinality in goal systems (Kruglanski et al., 
2015), self-concordance (Sheldon & Elliot, 1998), implantation intentions (Gollwit-
zer & Sheeran, 2006), implicit goal pursuit (Custers et al., 2019), and regulatory foci 
(Higgins, 1997).

Goal complexes are a valuable addition to the hierarchical model and, impor-
tantly, their inherently integrative nature (both within the construct and across dif-
ferent constructs from different kinds of literature) promises to accelerate the inte-
gration process. It is our hope that others will see the tremendous conceptual and 
empirical utility of this underutilized aspect of the hierarchical model and join the 
research endeavor accordingly.

Concluding Thoughts

In our overview of the hierarchical model herein, we have focused on achievement 
goals as an integrative linchpin. We have done this for two reasons. First, achievement 
goals are the construct that we have focused on most in our work and that we know 
best. Second, and more importantly, throughout the history of scholarship on motiva-
tion, goals have played a central place, both conceptually and empirically, and it is dif-
ficult to envision a full and complete account of motivation, achievement or otherwise, 
without attending to the goal concept (see also Carver & Scheier, 1998; Pervin, 1983). 
This stated, it is important to note that valuable integration has and continues to take 
place in the achievement motivation literature with variables other than achievement 
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goals. In fact, there are several “classic” models that are inherently integrative and that 
do not focus on goals per se, such as Lewin et al.’s (1944) expectancy-value model, 
Atkinson’s (1957) risk-taking model (focused on needs/motives and expectancies/
perceptions), Spielberger’s (1966) model of test-anxiety (focused on needs/motives 
and anxiety), Weiner and Kukla’s (1972) attributional reconceptualization of needs/
motives, and Bandura’s (1977) self-efficacy theory (focused on expectancies/percep-
tions and intelligence/ability). Furthermore, conceptual and empirical work focused on 
two (or more) non-goal-based achievement motivation constructs is certainly present 
in and represents a valuable contribution to the contemporary literature (e.g., needs/
motives and test anxiety, Conroy et  al., 2002; expectancies/perceptions and values, 
Wigfield & Eccles, 2000; values and test anxiety, Pekrun et al., 2006; implicit theories 
and attributions, Hong et  al., 1999; attributions and expectancies/perceptions, Perry 
et al., 2014; intelligence/ability and expectancies/perceptions, Marsh et al., 2006). We 
believe that this other, non-goal-based work fits seamlessly within the hierarchical 
model and both enrich the hierarchical model and further enhance the utility of the 
non-goal-based work by connecting it to a broader conceptual foundation.

It is sensible for integrative work to hone in on pairs of constructs at any given time 
and to focus on clearly and emphatically documenting their conceptual and empirical 
connection. However, it is important to bear in mind and to continuously acknowledge 
that these integrative attempts remain part of a broader whole and that the ultimate aim 
is full and complete integration. This “forest view” can often get lost in the intensive 
focus on an analysis of a few constituent trees. Simply put, we cannot envision a com-
prehensive model of achievement motivation that omits any of the central constructs 
that we identified in the opening paragraph of this piece. We believe the hierarchical 
model of motivation represents a promising foundation on which to organize concep-
tual and empirical work designed to carry out this ultimate aim.

In closing, we would like to emphasize the inherently integrative nature of the hierar-
chical model of achievement motivation. The model is integrative in three primary ways. 
First, it separates the energization and direction components of motivation and insists on 
both being attended to in accounting for achievement behavior. Second, it represents a 
conceptual platform for bringing together each of the central constructs in the achieve-
ment motivation literature and, indeed, much empirical work has been carried out in 
this fashion. Third, it not only brings together the central, competence-based constructs 
within the achievement motivation literature, but it also incorporates non-competence-
based constructs from outside of the achievement motivation literature (with the poten-
tial reach having no boundaries). We believe that each of these three aspects of integra-
tion is essential and must be thoroughly attended to in the ongoing process of developing 
a truly comprehensive conceptual model of achievement motivation.
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