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In school settings, adolescents recur to different sources of information to create their beliefs about future possibilities. Social comparison processes and personal goals related to achievement play an important role in shaping these beliefs. Drawing upon literature concerning the Big-Fish-Little-Pond effect and the Achievement Goal Theory, the present study aimed at understanding how adolescents attending the last year of secondary school (n = 689; Mage = 18.15; SD = 0.57) perceive their possibilities of potentially having a better future than their classmates. In particular, we sought to understand in what way this perception is influenced by students’ perceived relative position in their class—which accounts for the social comparison process—and its interaction with different types of achievement goals (mastery-approach goals, mastery-avoidance goals, performance-approach goals, and performance-avoidance goals). Results showed that perceived relative position mediated the relationship between the predictors (classmates’ average achievement and individual achievement) and future expectations. Furthermore, analyses of moderated mediation showed that both performance-approach and performance-avoidance goals reduced the impact of a low perceived relative position on future expectations, while mastery-approach and mastery-avoidance goals did not moderate its effect.
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INTRODUCTION


The Big-Fish-Little-Pond Effect

The Big-Fish-Little-Pond effect (BFLPE) was theorized by Marsh and Parker (1984) as an application of the Social Comparison theory (Festinger, 1954) in school settings. The fundamental idea underlying their theorizations refers to the notion that students engage in social comparison processes with their schoolmates whenever they are trying to form their academic self-concept (Marsh and Parker, 1984), or they are generally trying to evaluate their academic abilities. This concept implies that students do not judge themselves only based on their grades, but they also actively search for a frame of reference to form an accurate idea of themselves, and they find this frame of reference in their peers’ average academic achievement. Hence, self-concept can be considered as a multidimensional construct affected by its relationships with different and various influences. Marsh has particularly stressed the multidimensionality of self-concept and has tried, over the years, to widen the existent literature regarding this construct (e.g., Marsh, 1990, 1993; Marsh et al., 1988). Starting from these assumptions, it was theorized that equally able students end up having different views of their achievements depending on how high their peers’ average level is (Marsh and Parker, 1984; Marsh, 1987). Therefore, a student who attends a higher achieving school tends to have a lower concept of her/his academic achievement and school abilities, whereas a student who is embedded in a lower-achieving educational context ends up having a higher academic self-concept when comparing herself/himself to other students. Based on these hypotheses and on the results that the corpus of studies on the BFLPE has shown, it could be concluded that it is better to be a “big fish in a little pond” than a “little fish in a big pond.” This means that, for a student, attending schools or educational programs in which the average achievement is lower or, at least, not higher than her/his own could be better. As explained later on, this assumption could be considered reductive. Some other factors might influence the relationship between social comparison, self-evaluation, and resulting academic outcomes.

The important implications of engaging in social comparison processes in educational settings were already the focus of the Relative Deprivation theory [RD, see Walker and Pettigrew (1984), for an overview of the theme] and, in particular, of Davis’s application of this theory in educational settings (Davis, 1966). In fact, as Davis had already pointed out with his “campus-as-a-frog-pond” paradigm, aspects related to academic life can have an important impact on students’ decisions and choices regarding their future. In particular, his research focused on individual perceptions of relative deprivation that develop consequently to engaging in social comparisons with fellow college students. While Davis’s research mainly focused on college students, in some of Marsh and colleagues’ studies (e.g., Marsh and Yeung, 1997; Marsh et al., 2007; Nagengast and Marsh, 2012; Parker et al., 2014) the samples consisted of younger students. Those studies showed how social comparison processes influence students’ views of their future self and self-worth. They also showed how, even at younger ages, decisions regarding future courses and academic paths largely depend on how students evaluate themselves depending on their peers’ achievements.

In 2008, Dai and Rinn stated that studies about the BFLPE conducted until then showed several limitations. Firstly, they stated that numerous studies had never actually analyzed possible moderators or mediators of the impact that social comparison has on students’ academic self-concept and other dimensions related to it (Dai and Rinn, 2008). They suggested that the BFLPE, especially in early studies, was considered generally valid and independent either from psychological variables or from situational influences, such as the role of perceptions, current motives, environments, and contexts. They also pointed out that the real limitation of numerous works about the BFLPE lied, primarily, in assuming that certain variables mediated or moderated the impact of peers’ achievement on self-concept and other constructs, an assumption that was not necessarily based on empirical findings. Moreover, as Dai and Rinn (2008) pointed out, social comparison is made up of dynamic processes that change and evolve over time because of development, aging, and cognitive maturation, and because of the active role that the individual—in conformity with current perceptions, motives, needs, and goals—plays in them. Generally speaking, the studies that analyzed the limitations in the BFLPE showed the necessity of deepening our understanding of the effect by considering the role of other variables that might change or better explain the effect of social comparison processes on self-concepts and self-construals (see also Pomerantz et al., 1995; Huguet et al., 2001).

Recent studies tried to take this issue into account to overcome said limitations (e.g., Seaton, 2007; Seaton et al., 2010, 2011; Marsh et al., 2021). Huguet et al. (2009) and Thijs et al.’s (2010) studies were particularly relevant in trying to overcome some of the limitations enumerated in Dai and Rinn’s (2008) study. They tried to understand the role of students’ perceived relative academic position in accounting for the way social comparison processes display themselves in the classroom. This aspect is greatly important for two main reasons: (1) social comparison processes underlying the BFLPE seem to be better explained by students’ perceived relative standing in their own class (Huguet et al., 2009); (2) it particularly stresses the importance of the intra-psychological elaboration of self-relevant information through perceptions and interpretations (Thijs et al., 2010). Regarding the first reason, other studies analyzed the social comparison processes underpinning the BFLPE through the meVclass ratings originally proposed by Huguet et al. (2009). These ratings were “designed to operationalize pure measures of social comparison” (Marsh et al., 2014a, p. 62), and were designed to measure how students compare to other students in the same class (Marsh et al., 2014b). Marsh et al. (2014a,b) provided support for the local dominance effect, originally studied by Zell and Alicke (2009) and Alicke et al. (2010) through the experimental manipulation of frames of reference in social comparisons. Zell and Alicke (2009) and Alicke et al. (2010) showed that people tend to choose local comparison standards over general comparison standards when comparing their performances with other people’s performances. Similarly, in the BFLPE, class-average achievement is more locally dominant than school-average achievement, and students seem to be particularly influenced by comparisons with students in their own class (Marsh et al., 2014b; Marsh and Seaton, 2015; also see Wang, 2015; Wang and Bergin, 2017 for cross-cultural analyses about the importance of students’ perceived relative standing). Regarding the second reason, the most relevant element of Thijs et al.’s (2010) model lies in explicitly addressing the role of perceptions—that is, perceived relative academic position—in mediating the impact of both classmates’ average achievement and individual achievement on academic self-concept. This, as better explained later, has been the starting point of our own investigation.



Achievement Goal Theory

One of our main aims was to implement the existing knowledge about the BFLPE by studying the role of potentially involved dimensions drawn upon stout theoretical frameworks. Hence, Achievement Goal Theory (AGT) lent itself well to this purpose (Seaton, 2007; Wouters et al., 2015). Human beings’ striving for competence and achievement has been the main focus of several theories and studies since achievement motivation is a “ubiquitous feature of daily life” (Elliot and Church, 1997, p. 218) and one of the most important factors involved in school life and success (OECD, 2013, 2017, 2018).

Achievement motivation goals comprise beliefs, standards, and criteria related to effort, ability, and success that influence how individuals approach achievement-related situations and respond to them (Ames, 1992; Pintrich, 2000b; Elliot et al., 2017; Urdan and Kaplan, 2020). The first theorizations about the AGT conceptualized two main different types of achievement goals, traditionally conceived as contrasting (Nicholls, 1984; Dweck, 1986; Ames and Archer, 1988; Ames, 1992): mastery goals (or “task goals”), and performance goals (or “ability goals”). While mastery goals make people value learning, acquire task proficiency through effort, and strive for the development of competence, performance goals account for people’s focus on given ability, on being judged able by others, and on demonstrating competence in relation to others while outperforming them (Ames and Archer, 1988; Ames, 1992). As Ames and Archer (1988) stated, these orientations presumably differ on the basis of contextual and situational demands, which can make certain goals more salient than others. For instance, when situations make social comparison salient, students tend to focus more on levels of ability and less on effort and task strategies, which are instead the focus when absolute standards or self-improvement are emphasized (Ames and Archer, 1988; also see Senko et al., 2013; Van Yperen et al., 2015).

In the late 90s, a trichotomous variant of the achievement goal framework was formally introduced (Elliot and Harackiewicz, 1996; Elliot and Church, 1997; Middleton and Midgley, 1997; Skaalvik, 1997; Elliot, 1999; Elliot and Covington, 2001). It incorporated approach and avoidance components within performance goals. The new achievement motivation model was therefore composed of mastery goals, performance-approach goals, and performance-avoidance goals. The distinction of approach versus avoidance orientation is particularly useful when trying to understand how different achievement goals affect motivational processes (Elliot and Harackiewicz, 1994, 1996; Elliot and Church, 1997). Studies based on the dichotomous “mastery versus performance” view were less exhaustive in assessing the impact of these dimensions on motivation, indicating orientation to mastery as the only type of orientation that guarantees positive outcomes. Contrariwise, both mastery and performance-approach goals can facilitate task engagement and encourage intrinsic motivation (Elliot and Harackiewicz, 1994, 1996) and performance-approach goals can enhance graded performance, while performance-avoidance goals undermine both intrinsic motivation and graded performance (Elliot and Church, 1997; Mouratidis et al., 2018). These pivotal studies deepened our knowledge about performance-approach goals, highlighting how this dimension seems to be quite complex. Performance-approach goals, in fact, could generally be considered as a channel through which both an approach regulation and fear of failure flow. Whether the former or the latter are activated depends on the type of achievement situation (e.g., a challenging situation with little chance of failure versus a situation that presents a little chance of success) an individual happens to be in (for ulterior analyses on the complexity of performance-approach goals (see Harackiewicz et al. (1998), Hidi and Harackiewicz (2000), Pintrich (2000c), Midgley et al. (2001), Harackiewicz et al. (2002); Darnon et al. (2007), Dompnier et al. (2013); Senko and Tropiano (2016), Senko and Dawson (2017), and Senko (2019); see Pintrich (2000b) and Bardach et al. (2020), for a review on achievement motivation goals. See Scherrer et al. (2020), for a review on the development of achievement goals and their relation to academic interest and achievement during adolescence).

Shortly after, a 2 × 2 framework of achievement goals was theorized (Elliot and McGregor, 2001). Some relevant studies tried to identify an avoidance orientation in mastery goals as well, and to understand how it could differ from mastery-approach goals (e.g., Pintrich, 2000a,b; Elliot and McGregor, 2001; Van Yperen et al., 2009; Baranik et al., 2010; Senko and Freund, 2015). In fact, in certain contexts and situations, some students might be highly preoccupied with avoiding not reaching their own standards of task mastering and task understanding. This fear could result in facing academic tasks and demands in ways that are fundamentally different from those of students more oriented to mastery-approach goals (Pintrich, 2000a).

Therefore, achievement motivation can be considered as a multidimensional construct composed of different orientations, each one with different antecedents and consequences that can, in turn, account for different attitudes related to competence, achievement, and learning. Given that achievement goals are not considered as personality traits and are viewed as cognitive representations sensitive to socio-contextual aspects and demands (Pintrich, 2000b; Darnon et al., 2012; Bardach et al., 2020; Urdan and Kaplan, 2020), this uncertainty stresses the need to understand why, in each different case, mastery-approach, mastery-avoidance, performance-approach, and performance-avoidance goals show certain patterns of relations and, ultimately, why/how each one of them might have a peculiar influence on certain outcomes.



Achievement Goals in the Big-Fish-Little-Pond Effect

In recent years, the role of achievement goals in moderating the BFLPE has been tested. For instance, aside from Wouters et al.’s (2015) study, Marsh et al. (2021) recently tested whether a set of motivational variables (e.g., achievement goals, learning strategies, and task value) could moderate the BFLPE or not. Despite showing similarities, our study and Marsh and colleagues’ study show some differences that need to be addressed. Firstly, in the present investigation, we tested the BFLPE through Thijs et al.’s (2010) model, which posits that the influence of classmates’ average achievement is better explained through the mediation of perceived relative position. Thus, we hypothesized that achievement goals would moderate the relationship between the mediator and the criterion. Because of this rationale, the present investigation differs substantially from Marsh et al.’s (2021) study. Moreover, Marsh and colleagues chose to considerate as “substantial moderators” only those variables that “would neutralize or change the direction of the BFLPE” (p. 18), and claimed that they considered the BFLPE to remain consistent if the size of the moderation was “less than half the size of the BFLPE” (Marsh et al., 2021, p. 3). Because this was an arbitrary operationalization, it is not the same rationale we used to interpret our results. Finally, Marsh et al. (2021) also stated that “neither our study nor any finite set of studies can prove that there are no student-level moderators of the BFLPE” (p. 17), pointing out that there are other variables, not considered as potential moderators in their study, that could moderate the effect. We believe that this statement could also be true for the moderators already considered in Marsh et al.’s (2021; e.g., achievement motivation variables) study. Contextual and situational differences, as well as differences in samples, could render certain intra-psychological moderators more relevant in influencing the BFLPE. Assuming that certain variables certainly do (or do not) moderate the effect based on results of finite sets of studies might be misleading.



The Present Study

Therefore, the present study drew upon Thijs et al.’s (2010) model, in which the effect of classmates’ average achievement and individual achievement on perceptions about oneself was mediated by the perceived relative position in the classroom. Moreover, we tried to deepen our understanding of social comparison processes by assessing the impact of achievement goals on how perceived relative position influences perceptions about possibly having a better future than classmates. The classroom was chosen as the privileged focus to test the BFLPE because of the salience that it holds in students’ social comparison processes, which seem to be better explained by taking into account the students’ perceived relative standing in their own class (Huguet et al., 2009; Thijs et al., 2010; Wang, 2015; Wang and Bergin, 2017). Perceptions about the future were taken into account as the criterion variable because of the importance that present social comparisons hold for dimensions related to this aspect of self-perception as well (e.g., Davis, 1966; Marsh and Yeung, 1997; Parker et al., 2014). Moreover, we chose to test the impact of the BFLPE on future expectations in order to test its generalizability to constructs other than academic self-concept, and analyze its potential negative effect on something as important as students’ expectations (OECD, 2013). In particular, we focused on the perception of possibly having a better future than classmates.

We hypothesized that perceived relative position would mediate the impact of classmates’ average achievement and individual average achievement on the perception of possibly having a better future than classmates. As explained above, previous studies (e.g., Huguet et al., 2009; Thijs et al., 2010; Marsh et al., 2014b; Wang, 2015; Wang and Bergin, 2017) showed that perceived relative position actually mediates the effects of classmates’ average achievement and individual average achievement in the BFLPE, and renders the active process through which students evaluate their classmates’ achievements, and their own achievement, explicit (Thijs et al., 2010). Hence, our rationale was that students would recur to both their grades and their classmates’ average grades to assess their relative position in the classroom. In particular, we expected that classmates’ average achievement would have a negative effect on perceived relative position, whereas individual achievement would have a positive impact on it. We also expected that a high perceived relative position would be positively related to perceptions about the future (hypothesis 1).

Then, differing from Wouters et al.’s (2015) study, we hypothesized that each type of goal could have a specific role in the social comparison process at issue. In particular, we hypothesized that at high levels of performance-approach goals, the effect of unflattering social comparison—explained through a low perceived relative position—on the criterion would be worse than the effect at low levels of performance-approach goals (hypothesis 2). This effect was hypothesized drawing on findings that showed how these goals can be linked to outcomes favorable for the self (e.g., Elliot and Harackiewicz, 1996; Elliot and Church, 1997; Barron and Harackiewicz, 2001, 2003; Harackiewicz et al., 2002).

We also hypothesized that at high levels of performance-avoidance goals, the effect of unflattering social comparison (low perceived relative position) on the criterion would be worse than the effect at low levels of performance-avoidance goals (hypothesis 3). As literature about AGT generally suggests (e.g., Elliot and Harackiewicz, 1996; Elliot and Church, 1997; Elliot, 1999), we in fact expected performance-avoidance goals to result in a maladaptive outcome.

Finally, we hypothesized that mastery-approach goals (hypothesis 4) and mastery-avoidance goals (hypothesis 5) would not have a role in the social comparison process at issue. Even if some studies found that holding mastery goals can also be linked to social comparisons (e.g., Régner et al., 2007; Darnon et al., 2010; Wouters et al., 2015), this dimension is mostly related to motivation toward learning and self-improvement per se, without being necessarily involved in aspects like wanting to demonstrate said ability, or wanting to be better than others (Ames and Archer, 1988; Ames, 1992), which are dynamics more involved in social comparison processes. The research design is shown in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1. Research design.





MATERIALS AND METHODS


Procedure and Participants

For the present investigation, many high schools were approached over the years 2016–2018. The schools who agreed to participate were provided with the following: an access request, in which the characteristics of the study were described and the use of the data for solely research purposes was ensured; a presentation of the BFLPE and our ongoing research findings; the questionnaire. Nine classical, linguistic, and scientific lyceums agreed to participate. The final sample was composed of students from different regions of Italy, attending relatively differentiated types of high schools, for a sample of 689 high school students (see Appendix B for ulterior information about the number of classrooms and students per class). Students were presented with the questionnaire and they completed it in their respective classrooms. All the students were given one hour to fill in the questionnaire. Since the participants were all students already of age, they gave their consent before filling in the questionnaire and participation was voluntary. During the administration of the questionnaire, teachers were asked to leave the classrooms not to influence the students’ answers with their presence, and only one or two researchers remained with the students.

The only personal information students were asked to provide was their age and their gender. With regard to the first feature, 683 out of 689 students specified their ages (Mage = 18.15; SD = 0.57). The highest percentage of the sample consisted of 18-year-olds (n = 485; 71.0%), while the lowest percentage consisted of 21-year-olds (n = 2; 0.2%). Concerning gender, 680 of the 689 students (98.69%) specified their gender. The percentages of male students (n = 355; 52.2%) and female students (n = 325; 47.8%) were similar. Therefore, the sample was fairly balanced with regard to gender differences.



Measures

The questionnaire was structured as follows.


Individual Achievement and Classmates’ Achievement

Individual academic achievement and classmates’ average achievement were self-reported by students through two items: “What was your grade point average at the end of the previous year?” and “What was your classmates’ overall grade point average at the end of the previous year?” Because we could not access this information through official academic records, each student had the opportunity to indicate their own average achievement and their classmates’ average achievement. Thus, we gave importance to the knowledge and the perception that each student had about these aspects. Because Italian upper secondary schools use a 10-point grading scale to assess students’ performances in each subject, students had to indicate their average achievement and their classmates’ average achievement through a 10-point scale.



Perceived Relative Position

To make the comparison process explicit (Dai and Rinn, 2008; Thijs et al., 2010), one item explicitly referred to a student’s school ability compared to that of her/his other classmates. The item ‘‘To what degree do you think you are better than your classmates?’’1 was designed in order to allow each student to actually consider her/his relative academic position. Students had to answer it using a 10-point Likert scale.



Achievement Goals

The 12-item scale used to assess achievement motives/goals was derived and adapted from Elliot and McGregor’s (2001) measure through a systematic translation of the items (see also Darnon and Butera, 2005; Wang et al., 2007). The items were translated from English to Italian by a bilingual professor and back-translated by another bilingual professor. The two English versions were then compared to resolve discrepancies. The final version of the scale was translated into Italian by both professors. The two major dimensions of achievement motivation that the scale examines are mastery goals and performance goals. Furthermore, for each dimension, both approach and avoidance aspects can be noticed. Thus, the scale allows observing individuals’ orientations toward four types of goals: mastery-approach, mastery-avoidance, performance-approach, and performance-avoidance. Students had to answer using a 5-point Likert scale, according to their agreement or disagreement with each item.

In order to confirm the factorial structure of the scale (n = 684), we ran a CFA with Mplus 8 (Muthén and Muthén, 2017) using robust maximum likelihood estimation (see Figure 2). To assess the goodness of fit, we considered the following indices: chi-square statistic (χ2), root mean squared error of approximation (RMSEA) and 90% RMSEA confidence interval (CI), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Tucker–Lewis Index (TLI), and standardized root-mean squared residual (SRMR). We selected the cut-off values for each index following Schreiber et al.’s guidelines (Schreiber et al., 2006): Chi-P ≥ 0.05; RMSEA < 0.06–0.08; CFI ≥ 0.95; TLI ≥ 0.95; SRMR ≤ 0.08. The results of the final four-factor CFA model (see Appendix A for scale items) showed a good fit of the model to the data: χ2 = 155.26, p < 0.001, df = 48; RMSEA = 0.06, 90% CI = [0.05, 0.07]; CFI = 0.96; TLI = 0.95; SRMR = 0.05. Standardized factor loadings ranged from 0.63 to 0.96 (factor loadings are reported in Appendix A). Latent factor correlations were all significant and positive, except for the correlation between mastery-approach and performance-avoidance goals (r = 0.02, p = 0.65). Performance-approach and performance-avoidance goals correlated strongly (r = 0.58, p < 0.001). Mastery-approach and mastery-avoidance goals showed a moderate correlation (r = 0.35, p < 0.001), and the same went for performance-avoidance and mastery-avoidance goals (r = 0.34, p < 0.001). Weaker correlations were found between mastery-avoidance and performance-approach goals (r = 0.19, p < 0.001) and between mastery-approach and performance-approach goals (r = 0.15, p = 0.001). Reliability was tested and each dimension showed acceptable to good levels of reliability: αmastery–approach = 0.77; αmastery–avoidance = 0.79; αperformance–approach = 0.91; and αperformance–avoidance = 0.81.
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FIGURE 2. Factorial structure of the Achievement Goals scale.





Future Expectations

The specific aspect of perceptions about the future at issue is the degree to which each student perceived s/he was potentially going to have a better future than her/his classmates. It was noted through the item “To what degree do you think you are going to have a better future than your classmates?,” which is tightly related to the social comparison dynamics that might emerge in a specific class group. Students had to answer using a 10-point Likert scale. In the following, we will refer to this variable using both “better future than classmates” and the shortened term “better future.”

The data collected were analyzed using SPSS Statistics – 25 (IBM SPSS, 2017). Hayes’s PROCESS macro was used to test all of the hypotheses and, in particular, PROCESS Model 4 (Hayes, 2013) was used to assess our first hypothesis, while PROCESS Model 14 (Hayes, 2013) was used to assess the other four hypotheses. Conditional process modeling was therefore used to explore moderated mediation, in which the effects of classmates’ average achievement and individual achievement (predictors) on perceptions about possibly having a better future than classmates (criterion) via perceived relative position (M) is moderated by different aspects of achievement goals (W).




RESULTS


Preliminary Analyses

Before proceeding with analyses regarding moderated mediations, all the variables considered in the study were standardized and correlations among them were assessed. They are shown below in Table 1.


TABLE 1. Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations.

[image: Table 1]
As expected, perceived relative position negatively correlated with classmates’ average achievement (r = −0.13; p < 0.001) and positively correlated with individual achievement (r = 0.34; p < 0.001). Moreover, perceived relative position was significantly and positively correlated with better future (r = 0.67; p < 0.001). Concerning the different aspects of achievement goals, we found that performance-approach and performance-avoidance goals showed a positive correlation (r = 0.53; p < 0.001), and the same went for mastery-approach and mastery-avoidance goals (r = 0.32; p < 0.001). Interestingly, perceptions about possibly having a better future than classmates showed a significant and positive correlation with both performance-approach goals (r = 0.32; p < 0.001) and performance-avoidance goals (r = 0.21; p < 0.001), while its correlation with mastery-approach and mastery-avoidance goals was not significant. Perceived relative position showed a moderate correlation with performance-approach goals (r = 0.38; p < 0.01).



Simple Mediation

PROCESS Model 4 (Hayes, 2013) was run to assess whether perceived relative position mediated the relationship between the predictors and the criterion. We first considered classmates’ average achievement as the predictor and individual achievement as the covariate. Both the predictors significantly impacted perceived relative position and the overall model was significant [F(2,658) = 58.51; R2 = 0.15; p < 0.001]. Consistent with Thijs et al.’s (2010) model, the effect of classmates’ average achievement on perceived relative position was negative [Path aclass: B = −0.20; SE = 0.04; 95% CI (−0.27, −0.13); p < 0.001], whereas individual achievement’s effect was positive [Path aind: B = 0.37; SE = 0.04; 95% CI (0.30, 0.45); p < 0.001]. Concerning the effect of perceived relative position on the criterion, the effect was significant and positive [Path b: B = 0.71; SE = 0.03; 95% CI (0.65, 0.77); p < 0.001]. The indirect effect was significant [B = −0.14; SE = 0.02; 95% CI (−0.19, −0.10)]. We then tested the same model considering individual achievement as the predictor and classmates’ average achievement as the covariate, and the indirect effect was significant in this case as well [B = 0.27; SE = 0.03; 95% CI (0.21, 0.33)]. Hence, perceived relative position was confirmed to mediate the impact of classmates’ average achievement and individual achievement on the perception of possibly having a better future than classmates. Our first hypothesis was therefore confirmed.



Moderated Mediation: Performance-Approach Goals

To assess our second hypothesis, PROCESS Model 14 (Hayes, 2013) was run, introducing performance-approach goals as the moderator of the effect of perceived relative position on better future than classmates (Path b).

In the first analysis run, classmates’ average achievement was introduced in the model as the predictor, while individual achievement was introduced as the covariate. The overall model was significant [F(5,654) = 115.55; R2 = 0.47; p < 0.001]. Perceived relative position significantly mediated the impact of classmates’ average achievement and individual achievement on the perception of possibly having a better future than classmates [Path b: B = 0.67; SE = 0.03; 95% CI (0.60, 0.73); p < 0.001]. For what concerns performance-approach goals, its direct effect on the criterion was significant and positive [B = 0.11; SE = 0.03; 95% CI (0.05, 0.17); p = 0.001]. Most importantly, the interaction between the mediator and the moderator (relative perceived position*performance-approach goals) resulted significantly associated with the dependent variable [B = −0.07; SE = 0.03; 95% CI (−0.12, −0.01); p = 0.045].

The index of moderated mediation, which shows if a certain “moderator variable has a non-zero weight in the function linking the indirect effect of X on Y through M to the moderator” (Hayes, 2015, p. 3), was significant [index = 0.01; SE = 0.01; 95% CI (0.00, 0.03)], upholding moderated mediation and showing that the differences at high versus low values of the moderator were significant. In particular, at +1 SD of performance-approach goals, the conditional indirect effect was significant and negative [B = −0.12; bootstrapped SE = 0.02; 95% CI (−0.17, −0.07)], and the same went for the indirect effect at −1 SD of the moderator [B = −0.15; bootstrapped SE = 0.03; 95% CI (−0.20, −0.10)], but there was a larger effect at low levels of performance-approach goals.

We then ran the same analysis introducing individual achievement as the predictor and classmates’ average achievement as the covariate. For what concerns the index of moderated mediation, it was significant [index = −0.03; SE = 0.01; 95% CI (−0.05, −0.00)] confirming, in this case as well, moderated mediation (Hayes, 2015) and showing that the differences at high versus low values of the moderator were significant. In particular, at +1 SD of performance-approach goals, the indirect effect was significant and positive [B = 0.23; bootstrapped SE = 0.04; 95% CI (0.16, 0.30)], and the same went for the indirect effect at −1 SD of the moderator [B = 0.28; bootstrapped SE = 0.03; 95% CI (0.22, 0.34)]. The effect was larger at low levels of performance-approach goals.

Through a simple slope analysis and the Johnson-Neyman method, we were able to elaborate on the conditional effect of perceived relative academic position at different values of performance-approach goals.

The Johnson-Neyman analysis showed that there were no significant transition points within the observed range of the moderator, therefore all levels of performance-approach goals moderated the effect (see Appendix C). Conditional effects showed that the effect was larger at low levels of performance-approach goals [B = 0.73; 95% CI (0.65, 0.81); p < 0.001] than at high levels of the moderator [B = 0.60; 95% CI (0.50, 0.70); p < 0.001]. Moreover, the slopes shown in Figure 3 suggested that students who are scarcely oriented to performance-approach particularly might suffer from a low perceived relative position. In light of the above, our third hypothesis can be considered confirmed.
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FIGURE 3. Conditional effects of perceived relative academic position (R-Pos) on better future at different levels of performance-approach (Perf-Ap).




Moderated Mediation: Performance-Avoidance Goals

The role of performance-avoidance goals was then examined through PROCESS Model 14 (Hayes, 2013), introducing this variable as the moderator of the path between perceived relative position and better future than classmates (Path b).

In the first analysis run, classmates’ average achievement was introduced in the model as the predictor, while individual achievement was introduced as the covariate. The overall model was significant [F(5,654) = 120.88; R2 = 0.48; p < 0.001] and, in this case as well, perceived relative position mediated the impact of classmates’ achievement and individual achievement on the criterion [Path b: B = 0.68; SE = 0.03; 95% CI (0.62, 0.74); p < 0.001]. Just like performance-approach goals, the direct impact of performance-avoidance goals on the criterion was significant and positive [B = 0.13; SE = 0.03; 95% CI (0.08, 0.19); p < 0.001]. Most importantly, the interaction between this dimension and the mediator (relative perceived position) was significant [B = −0.09; SE = 0.03; 95% CI (−0.14, −0.03); p < 0.01].

The index of moderated mediation showed that the indirect effect in question was a linear function of the moderator (Hayes, 2015), meaning that moderated mediation was upheld and the differences of the effect at high versus low values of performance-avoidance goals were significant [index = 0.02; SE = 0.02; 95% CI (0.00, 0.03)]. The differences in the magnitude of the conditional indirect effects at high (+1 SD) versus low (−1 SD) levels of the moderator were examined. At +1 SD of performance-avoidance goals, the effect was significant and negative [B = −0.12; bootstrapped SE = 0.02; 95% CI (−0.17, −0.08)], and the same went for the indirect effect at −1 SD of the moderator [B = −0.15; bootstrapped SE = 0.03; 95% CI (−0.21, −0.10)]. The effect was larger at low levels of performance-avoidance goals.

We then ran the same analysis introducing individual achievement as the predictor and classmates’ average achievement as the covariate. The index of moderated mediation was significant [index = −0.03; SE = 0.01; 95% CI (−0.06, −0.01)], confirming moderated mediation and showing that the differences of the effect at high versus low values of performance-avoidance goals were significant. At +1 SD of the moderator, the effect was significant and positive [B = 0.22; bootstrapped SE = 0.03; 95% CI (0.16, 0.29)]. At −1 SD of the moderator, the effect was significant and positive as well [B = 0.29; bootstrapped SE = 0.03; 95% CI (0.22, 0.36)], and larger than the effect at higher values of the moderator.

Through a simple slope analysis and the Johnson-Neyman method, we further examined the impact of perceived relative academic position on perceptions about the future at different levels of performance-avoidance goals.

The Johnson-Neyman analysis showed that there were no significant transition points within the observed range of the moderator. Therefore, all levels of performance-avoidance moderated the effect (see Appendix D). Conditional effects showed that at low levels of the moderator the effect was larger [B = 0.77; 95% CI (0.69, 0.84); p < 0.001] than at high levels of the moderator [B = 0.59; 95% CI (0.50, 0.68); p < 0.001]. Moreover, as shown in Figure 4, the impact of performance-avoidance goals in moderating the effect was similar to the impact of performance-approach goals. In fact, students who perceived they were academically worse than their classmates (low perceived position) had worse future expectations when they were scarcely oriented to performance-avoidance goals. Therefore, these results do not confirm our third hypothesis.
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FIGURE 4. Conditional effects of perceived relative academic position (R-Pos) on better future at different levels of performance-avoidance (Perf-Av).




Moderated Mediation: Mastery-Approach Goals

To assess our fourth hypothesis, PROCESS Model 14 (Hayes, 2013) was run, introducing mastery-approach goals as the moderator of the path between perceived relative position and better future (Path b). Mastery-approach goals did not have a significant direct effect on the criterion [B = −0.06; SE = 0.03; p = 0.06]. Most importantly, the interaction between the mediator and the moderator was not significant [B = 0.05; SE = 0.03; p = 0.08]. The index of moderated mediation was non-significant when considering classmates’ achievement as the main predictor [index = −0.01; SE = 0.01; 95% CI (−0.02, 0.00)] and when considering individual achievement as the main predictor as well [index = 0.02; SE = 0.01; 95% CI (−0.00, 0.04)]. This result shows, as expected, that the indirect effect is not contingent on mastery-approach goals. Therefore, these goals do not have a role in the social comparison process at issue, being a dimension that is more involved in aspects related to learning and self-improvement per se. Our fourth hypothesis was therefore confirmed.



Moderated Mediation: Mastery-Avoidance Goals

To assess our fifth hypothesis, PROCESS Model 14 (Hayes, 2013) was run, introducing mastery-avoidance goals as the moderator of Path b. Similarly to results concerning mastery-approach goals, mastery-avoidance goals did not have a significant direct effect on the criterion (B = 0.02; SE = 0.03; p = 0.43). Most importantly, there was no moderation (B = −0.02; SE = 0.03; p = 0.55). The index of moderated mediation was non-significant when considering classmates’ achievement as the main predictor [index = 0.00; SE = 0.01; 95% CI (−0.01, 0.02)] and when considering individual achievement as the main predictor as well [index = −0.01; SE = 0.01; 95% CI (−0.03, 0.02)]. These results show that mastery-avoidance goals, just like mastery-approach goals, do not have a role in the social comparison process at issue. Our fifth hypothesis was therefore confirmed.2




DISCUSSION

Our study’s main aim was to replicate Thijs et al.’s (2010) model with a sample of Italian students to test the presence of the BFLPE in our educational system. We also sought to test whether perceived relative position mediated the relationship between individual and classmates’ average achievement and the perception about possibly having a better future than classmates. The results shown in the previous section confirmed that both classmates’ achievement and individual achievement impacted perceived relative position. While the first dimension negatively impacted it, the latter had a positive effect on it. In turn, perceived relative position in the classroom had a significant, positive effect on the aspect of perceptions about the future at issue. Therefore, in the self-evaluation processes that take place in classrooms, students actively evaluate how they perform compared to their classmates. This active evaluation must be considered when studying social comparison processes in school settings. Analyzing students’ perceptions and active elaboration of information might be more revealing than studying how schoolmates’ performance alone directly influences the self and self-related outcomes.

Our second aim was to understand whether different individual motivational orientations—mastery-approach, mastery-avoidance, performance-approach, and performance-avoidance goals—could each have a specific role in the social comparison process analyzed. The findings presented above support the idea that performance-approach goals might also result in adaptive outcomes, as advocated by the multiple goal perspective. The findings also imply that performance-approach goals and mastery goals might simply have a different impact on different types of outcomes and among students with certain socio-psychological characteristics (Harackiewicz et al., 2000; Barron and Harackiewicz, 2001, 2003; Harackiewicz et al., 2002; Darnon et al., 2018; Mouratidis et al., 2018). Generally speaking, the effects that different kinds of goals result in are likely to depend on the contextual characteristics in which said goals are pursued and on these contexts’ incidental requests. Moreover, these results supported the findings of previous works (e.g., Harackiewicz et al., 1997, 1998) that showed how, for students attending secondary and tertiary education, pursuing performance-approach goals might positively affect diverse outcomes.

Mastery goals did not moderate the effect of perceived relative position on future expectations, and this result confirmed that the relationships among performance-approach goals, mastery goals, and school-related outcomes are more complex and dynamic than what was firstly theorized in the normative goal theory (Barron and Harackiewicz, 2001, 2003). It seems that, at the particular point in time in which the data have been collected (i.e., at the end of the last year of high school), performance-approach goals are more relevant than mastery goals when students evaluate certain aspects of their own future possibilities. This also means that pursuing certain types of goal orientations might be more appropriate in situations where particular requests are more salient than others (Zimmerman and Kitsantas, 1999; Barron and Harackiewicz, 2003).

An interesting—yet perhaps unsettling—result is the one regarding performance-avoidance goals. In fact, it emerged that, just like performance-approach goals, in the specific process of social comparison analyzed, trying to avoid failure and being considered less achieving than peers might actually help students feel like they can have a better future than their classmates, even when their present relative academic position is not that high. Perhaps, at the end of secondary education, when students are about to get the final grade that will project them toward tertiary education or the labor market, pursuing performance-avoidance goals alongside performance-approach goals might help them feel more secure about outperforming their class peers after school. This aspect surely needs further examination, especially given that performance-avoidance goals are usually related to negative outcomes.

The present investigation has some limitations that have to be considered. Firstly, the data were collected at a single point in time and are therefore cross-sectional, making it impossible to make assumptions about causality. Despite using cross-sectional designs can be useful and helpful in several areas of inquiry (Spector, 2019), numerous studies highlighted the importance of recurring to longitudinal data when testing mediation (e.g., Maxwell et al., 2011; Jose, 2016). It would be interesting—if not necessary—to consider data over lower grades up to higher grades to assess how the dimensions considered in the study change over time and if causal relationships among them exist.

Another limitation concerns the fact that both individual achievement and classmates’ average achievement were self-reported by students. Even though numerous studies showed that students’ estimations and self-reports of diverse types of data are actually reliable (e.g., Crockett et al., 1987), and even if priority has been given to each student’s own perception about these dimensions, in future research it might be useful to resort to standardized tests too to take note of these data.

Moreover, the BFLPE is usually analyzed through doubly-latent multilevel models. The type of analyses carried out in the present investigation might be useful in giving an insight on the relationships among the dimensions considered, but do not allow controlling for the nesting of students within classes, nor for latent correlations among variables. When considering this study’s results, this must be taken into account.

Finally, given that the dimension of future expectations considered in the present study is very specific, it might be important to consider other aspects that social comparisons might influence. Some studies analyzed the influence that social comparison processes have on perceptions about future possibilities (e.g., Davis, 1966; Marsh and Yeung, 1997; Parker et al., 2014). However, research on the BFLPE has usually focused on the impact that these processes have on present academic self-concept and self-construals (Marsh et al., 1988; Marsh, 1990, 1993; Marsh et al., 1995; Marsh et al., 2007), and how these constructs result in numerous other important outcomes (e.g., Craven and Marsh, 2008). On the other hand, taking into account other aspects related to the self might be useful in deepening our understanding of how each motivational orientation actually holds different effects for different outcomes. For example, as said before, mastery goals might have a role when considering outcomes related to self-improvement, to the need for competence, and less linked to the dimensions of performance and outperformance.



CONCLUSION

The present investigation, albeit lending itself to improvement, showed some interesting findings that should be considered to expand our knowledge about the BFLPE and social comparison processes in school settings. Firstly, it confirmed the importance of considering the role of the local frame of reference—that is, the classroom—in social comparison processes and how these social comparison processes are well accounted for by perceived relative academic position. Secondly, drawing upon literature regarding achievement motivation, it was possible to understand how—and how differently—individual goal orientations came into play in influencing the perceptions about the future at issue. These findings, apart from supporting research about how different goals have specific influences on specific outcomes in specific situations, enrich research on the BFLPE in trying to understand how school-related dimensions moderate the effect. These aspects should be considered in further research regarding both the AGT and the BFLPE.
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FOOTNOTES

1The English translation rather loses the nuance that the item has in Italian: the word “better” has to be interpreted, in fact, as referring to ability levels. The Italian item is: “Quanto pensi di essere più bravo rispetto ai tuoi compagni di classe?”

2Despite not being the main focus of the present investigation, we also tested whether achievement goals moderated the effect of classmates’ average achievement on future expectations. For each dimension of achievement goals, we ran PROCESS model 1, which tests simple moderation, and then ran PROCESS model 15, which enables to test moderation on the path b and path c1 of the mediation (perceived relative position mediating the effect of individual achievement and classmates’ achievement on better future).

Concerning simple moderation, the interaction of classmates’ average achievement and performance-approach goals was significant [B = 0.08; SE = 0.04; 95% CI (0.00, 0.15); p = 0.05]. Conditional effects showed that the moderation was significant only at low levels (−1 SD) of performance-approach [B = −0.15; bootstrapped SE = 0.06; 95% CI (−0.26, −0.03)]. In particular, the Johnson-Neyman output showed that the point at which the moderation transitioned from statistically significant to non-significant was performance-approach = −0.08. Above this value, conditional effects were non-significant. Moreover, the Johnson-Neyman output showed that low performance-approach goals worsened classmates’ average achievement’s negative effect on the criterion. Performance-avoidance goals did not moderate the effect of classmates’ average achievement on future expectations [B = 0.06; SE = 0.04; 95% CI (−0.01, 0.13); p = 0.08]. Mastery-approach [B = −0.02; SE = 0.04; 95% CI (−0.01, 0.05); p = 0.53] and mastery-avoidance [B = 0.05; SE = 0.04; 95% CI (−0.03, 0.12); p = 0.24] goals as well, as expected, did not moderate the effect of classmates’ average achievement on future expectations.

We then ran PROCESS model 15. As already explained before, performance-approach goals moderated perceived position’s effect on future expectations [B = −0.07; SE = 0.03; 95% CI (−0.12, −0.01); p < 0.05]. Instead, they did not moderate classmates’ average achievement direct effect on the criterion [B = 0.04; SE = 0.03; 95% CI (−0.02, 0.10); p = 0.14]. The index of moderated mediation was significant [index = 0.01; SE = 0.01; 95% CI (0.00, 0.03)]. Similarly, performance-avoidance goals moderated the impact of perceived relative position on future expectations [B = −0.09; SE = 0.03; 95% CI (−0.14, −0.03); p < 0.01], but did not moderate the effect of classmates’ achievement on future expectations [B = 0.01; SE = 0.03; 95% CI (−0.04, 0.07); p = 0.14]. The index of moderated mediation was significant [index = 0.02; SE = 0.01; 95% CI (0.00, 0.03)]. Mastery-approach and mastery-avoidance goals did not moderate neither the model’s path b, nor its path c1.
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