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Abstract
Background: Individual achievement goals are influenced 
by the learning context, such as the classroom. In this social 
space, social norms emerge and shape motivation and be-
haviour. Classroom goal structures reflect injunctive norms 
(what is considered acceptable) and influence individual 
achievement goals. The role that descriptive norms (what 
others typically do or think) play in individual achievement 
goals is unclear. We propose that peer achievement goals re-
flect descriptive norms and additionally influence individual 
achievement goals.
Aims: We aim to better understand contextual influences 
on individual student motivation by applying a social norms 
framework to study changes in individual achievement goals 
and acknowledge the role of peers.
Sample and Methods: We used longitudinal data from 
4189 students from 169 classes at two time points after the 
transition to secondary school.
Results: We calculated multilevel models to predict 
changes in individual mastery-, performance-approach, 
and performance-avoidance goals. As Level-2 predictors, 
class-level classroom goal structures represented injunctive 
norms, while peer achievement goals represented descriptive 
norms. Individual achievement goals and individual-level 
classroom goal structures were added on Level 1. Class-level 
classroom goal structures related to changes in individual 
achievement goals only if peer achievement goals were not 
added. If added on the classroom level, peer achievement 
goals remained as a single Level-2 predictor of changes in 
individual achievement goals.
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INTRODUCTION

Individual student motivation is highly relevant for educational psychologists (Koenka, 2020). It drives 
how students select, initiate, sustain, and direct behaviour and influences various student outcomes 
(Schunk & Mullen, 2012; Urhahne & Wijnia, 2023). Important antecedents of individual learning moti-
vation lie in the context in which students learn (Roeser et al., 2009). A salient context is the classroom, 
where students interact with classmates and teachers, forming a social space. In this social space, shared 
rules of behaviour are formed and can influence behaviour. These social norms entail (1) expectations 
about what is appropriate or acceptable in a social group (injunctive norms) and (2) how others think 
or behave in a certain situation (descriptive norms) (Cialdini et al., 1990). Previous research has not 
fully addressed social norms in reasoning about contextual factors influencing individual achievement 
motivation. We aim to provide new knowledge on this issue by applying a social norms framework to 
contextual influences on individual achievement goals.

Achievement goals are well-established as motivational factors in learning and influence various student 
outcomes (Elliot et al., 1999; Payne et al., 2007; Senko & Dawson, 2017). A better understanding of  their an-
tecedents is thus of  great interest. In recent research, personal and contextual factors have been established 
(Butera et al., 2024; Elliot & Church, 1997). Applying a social norms framework, inferences about the role 
of  injunctive norms can be drawn from research on classroom goal structures which, in our view, reflect 
this type of  norm as they describe ‘messages in the learning environment (e.g., the classroom or school) that 
make certain goals salient’ (Urdan & Schoenfelder, 2006, p. 334). The role of  descriptive norms established 
by peers in the classroom for individual achievement goals has been explored less, even though from a 
theoretical and empirical point of  view, they can be assumed to be significant. Theoretically, peer achieve-
ment goals can be interpreted as descriptive social norms and may shape individual achievement goals. 
Empirically, peers emerged as the primary source of  normative influence during adolescence (Brown, 2004).

We apply social norms to our reasoning on contextual influences on individual achievement goals 
and argue that injunctive and descriptive norms should be considered. In doing so, we explicitly address 
the importance of peers in the classroom. Our framework offers a novel approach, emphasizing how 
student motivation is shaped by their social reality.

Social norms shape individual behaviour and motivation

Social norms are rules or expectations formed within a social group through interpersonal interactions 
and can be explicitly communicated or understood by observing others (Cialdini et  al.,  1990; Cialdini 
& Trost,  1998). They are seen as one of  the essential drivers of  individual behaviour (e.g., Legros & 
Cislaghi, 2020; Sherif, 1936) and serve as informal guidelines for what is considered acceptable or appropri-
ate in different social situations. Individuals follow social norms for social reasons such as to gain approval 
or to avoid being punished in the respective social group, but they also use them as an information source 
about the most effective behaviour (Cialdini et al., 1991; Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004; Steinel et al., 2010).

Conclusion: We demonstrated the key role that descriptive 
norms (reflected by peer achievement goals) play in individ-
ual achievement goals. The role of injunctive norms needs 
to be investigated further to enhance our understanding of 
how social norms shape individual student motivation.

K E Y W O R D S
achievement goals, contextual influence, peer influence, social norms, 
student motivation
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       |  3SOCIAL NORMS AND ACHIEVEMENT GOALS

There are two distinct categories of social norms (Cialdini et  al.,  1990, 1991; Reno et  al.,  1993). 
Descriptive norms refer to what is typically done by most people in a setting and reflect the prevalence 
of a behaviour. Injunctive norms refer to what others consider acceptable or approve of. Both descriptive 
and injunctive norms have been demonstrated to significantly impact individual behaviour and motiva-
tion across a wide range of fields (e.g., health, pro-environmental behaviour, marketing; see Legros & 
Cislaghi, 2020 for an overview).

When studying social norms, it is important to bear in mind on which level they are represented. 
On the group level, norms can be understood as ‘prevailing codes of conduct that either prescribe or 
proscribe behaviors that members of a group can enact’ (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005, p. 129). Descriptive 
and injunctive norms thus describe the behaviour and attitudes belonging to members of a relevant ref-
erence group, conveying a strong sense of norms as a contextual factor. On the individual level, norms 
reflect individual perceptions about what others do or think one should do.

We propose that social norms as a contextual factor are useful to explain changes in individual 
achievement motivation and behaviour in the classroom. This is particularly plausible when it comes to 
goals that characterize the aims of achievement motivation. Personal goals are inherently anchored in 
personal values and beliefs but have also been shown to be affected by demands of the learning context. 
We consider social norms to be an important factor that helps the individual to comprehend which goals 
are deemed beneficial or seen as less desirable. A social norms approach is valuable not only in incorpo-
rating previously considered influences but also in identifying potential additional factors for individual 
student motivation that may have been previously overlooked.

Individual achievement goals

Achievement Goals are understood as reasons or purposes for achievement-related outcomes (Elliot 
& McGregor,  2001) and impact emotions, cognitions, and behaviour (Payne et  al.,  2007; Senko & 
Dawson, 2017). Since the early years of  achievement goal research, two main types of  goals have been 
distinguished: mastery goals and performance goals. Individuals with mastery goals strive to improve their 
knowledge or skills and to understand tasks. Individuals with performance goals strive to demonstrate 
competence and to perform better than others. Several models introducing new types of  goals have been 
proposed, yet with no clear consensus on which additions are necessary. However, a further differentia-
tion of  performance goals according to an approach/avoidance dimension has been agreed upon, result-
ing in performance-approach goals (striving to perform better than others to demonstrate competence) 
and performance-avoidance goals (striving to avoid performing worse than others to not demonstrate 
incompetence; Elliot, 1999; Janke et al., 2016; Murayama et al., 2011).

Achievement goals have been conceptualized and empirically tested as relatively stable, trait-like orien-
tations, but they can also be prompted situationally in achievement settings such as classrooms and change 
over the course of  the school years (Ames & Archer, 1988; Linnenbrink, 2005). Achievement goals are 
assumed to be partly independent from each other; that is, individuals can simultaneously pursue more 
than one goal (Nicholls, 1984). Predictors of  achievement goals are individual factors, including needs, 
beliefs, or self-perception (Elliot & Church, 1997), but also the learning context (see Butera et al., 2024 for 
a recent review). Social norms as a contextual factor have not been explicitly addressed in this research yet. 
However, we argue that inferences about the role of  injunctive norms for individual achievement goals 
can be drawn from research on classroom goal structures.

Classroom goal structures as injunctive norms

Students in classrooms emphasizing specific achievement goals are more likely to adopt and emphasize 
the same goals (Meece et al., 2006). This formation of achievement goals within the school environ-
ment has been studied within the framework of classroom goal structures. Classroom goal structures 
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refer to which achievement goals are reinforced and made salient within a context (e.g., by the teacher; 
Ames, 1992; Midgley et al., 2000; Urdan & Schoenfelder, 2006). Those salient goal structures influ-
ence student motivation (i.e., achievement goals) and learning behaviour such as effort, help-seeking, 
or self-handicapping (Lau & Nie, 2008; Meece et al., 2006; Ryan & Patrick, 2001; Urdan et al., 1998). 
Teachers convey classroom goal structures through their use of instructional practices including evalu-
ation, grouping, or task assignment (Ames, 1992; Lüftenegger et  al.,  2017). As such, classroom goal 
structures essentially reflect injunctive norms as they convey messages about what behaviour is accepted 
and are distributed through social interaction.

Although classroom goal structures are conceptualized as characteristics of the learning context, 
theoretically, no conceptual consensus is apparent on the operational level. Many researchers rely on 
individual-level perceptual measures (e.g., Karabenick, 2004; Lau & Nie, 2008; Murayama & Elliot, 2009; 
Ryan et al., 1998; Wolters, 2004). This choice reflects a view of classroom goal structures as an individ-
ually construed reality (i.e., a ‘psychological environment’; Maehr & Midgley, 1991 or ‘microclimate’; 
Robinson, 2023). For the adoption of achievement goals, relations with such individual-level classroom goal 
structures have been shown in several studies, with some using longitudinal designs (e.g., Bong, 2005; 
Greene et al., 2004; Skaalvik & Federici, 2016; Urdan, 2004).

While this research is valuable, we argue that it does not effectively reflect the learning context. 
Operationalizations of classroom goal structures from individual student perceptions (level1) can re-
flect aspects of the shared context effectively. However, this context is only represented empirically 
if these ratings are aggregated to the group level, that is, the classroom (Lüdtke et al., 2009; Marsh 
et al., 2012). The role of such class-level classroom goal structures (i.e., ‘climate’; Robinson, 2023) for individ-
ual achievement goals is comparatively less understood and is limited to cross-sectional data. Mastery 
goal structures relate consistently to individual mastery goals (e.g., Baudoin & Galand, 2020; Murayama 
& Elliot,  2009). For performance-approach and performance-avoidance goal structures, results are 
mixed. Some studies found positive relations of performance-approach goal structures with individual 
performance-approach goals and performance-avoidance goal structures with individual performance-
avoidance goals (e.g., Luo et al., 2011); others found no significant relations (see Bardach et al., 2020; 
Baudoin & Galand, 2020; Murayama & Elliot, 2009). To address our research question and extend prior 
studies, we test the longitudinal relations of class-level classroom goal structures representing injunctive 
norms to changes in individual achievement goals.

Peer achievement goals as descriptive norms

Although not addressing injunctive norms explicitly, research on classroom goal structures provides 
some indications about their role in shaping individual achievement goals. Similarly, descriptive 
norms in the classroom have not been addressed explicitly yet. We think that peer achievement goals 
can act as descriptive norms. In the classroom, classmates represent a crucial peer context. From 
childhood to adolescence, students spend a considerable amount of time in school with other class-
mates or friends, making the peer context especially salient (Brown, 2004; Rodkin & Ryan, 2012). 
Particularly during adolescence, peers influence values, attitudes, behaviour, and motivation, and 
are the most important source of normative influence (Brown, 2004; Ladd et al., 2009; Ryan, 2003; 
Steinberg & Monahan, 2007; Wentzel et al., 2004). By aligning their own attitudes and behaviour 
to peers' attitudes and behaviour, adolescents detach successfully from parental values, which is 
an important part of identity formation (Brown, 1990; Harter et al., 1996). From an identity-based 
theoretical perspective, emulating peer behaviour can be seen as a means of fostering a positive 
self-image by conforming to descriptive norms that define accepted behaviour (see Brown, 2004). 
Although peers are often operationalized as close friends, researchers in the educational context 
also rely on the entire class. In most school systems, students remain in fixed groups of classmates 
across subjects and over significant periods of their education. Thus, all classmates can be frequent 
interaction partners and be referred to as peers.
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Peers influence student motivation and achievement. Previous research has shown relations to auton-
omous motivation, changes in individual enjoyment, boredom, or error reactions (Reindl et al., 2015, 
2018; Ryan,  2003; Tulis et  al.,  2018). Perceived peer achievement goals as determinants of individual 
achievement goals have been addressed mainly using cross-sectional designs. For example, Jiang 
et al. (2014) tested relations between perceived peer and teacher achievement goals and individual moti-
vation in mathematics. Perceived peer achievement goals predicted individual achievement goals more 
strongly than perceived teacher achievement goals. Hemi et al. (2023a) replicated and extended these re-
sults. They found that perceived peer achievement goals explained more variance in individual achieve-
ment goals than perceived teacher achievement goals, and perceived peer achievement goals mediated 
associations between perceived teacher achievement goals and individual achievement goals. Recently, 
evidence from longitudinal data additionally suggests that perceived teacher and peer achievement 
goals differentially affect changes in individual achievement goals. Perceived teacher goals predicted 
individual mastery goals, while perceived peer goals predicted individual performance goals (Hemi 
et al., 2023b).

These studies, however, only took individually perceived peer achievement goals into account. We 
think that individual perceptions do not unambiguously reflect the context. Questions remain regarding 
peer achievement goals as a contextual influence on individual achievement goals. A venture in this di-
rection is a cross-sectional study by Hemi et al. (2024). Perceived and actual (self-reported) peer achieve-
ment goals (differentiated further into classmates' and social peer groups' goals) were used to predict 
individual achievement goals using multilevel analyses. Overall, significant relations between peer 
achievement goals and individual achievement goals emerged. Perceived classmates' and peer achieve-
ment goals explained additional variance in individual achievement goals. Taken together, these results 
suggest that both actual and perceived peer achievement goals are meaningfully related to individual 
achievement goals. Using a longitudinal approach, King and Mendoza  (2020) examined the role of 
peer achievement goals for individual achievement goals. Mean mastery-, performance-approach, and 
performance-avoidance goals of the class predicted changes in the corresponding individual achieve-
ment goal seven months later. The authors explained the pattern with goal contagion. However, this 
explanation does not illustrate the reason behind the automatic adoption and pursuit of goals inferred 
from others (Aarts & Dijksterhuis, 2000), nor does it take social norms into account.

We argue that classmates constitute one of the students' peer contexts and that peer achievement 
goals act as descriptive norms. We want to investigate the relations between such descriptive norms 
and individual achievement goals. We expect to replicate previous findings while offering a broader 
perspective on the underlying processes including classroom goal structures.

Research question

In sum, we theoretically integrate contextual influences on achievement goals and social norms. We 
propose that social norms can be applied to explain the influence of classroom goal structures and 
peer achievement goals on individual achievement goals. By providing a single, broader framework, 
we aim to enhance our understanding of the combined effect of social contextual influences on 
individual achievement goals, offering a novel theoretical and methodological approach. We state 
that social norms drive the influence of classroom goal structures and peer achievement goals on 
individual achievement goals. We conceptualize classroom goal structures as injunctive norms and 
peer achievement goals as descriptive norms and expect both to influence individual achievement 
goals independently (Reno et al., 1993). Such an approach is valuable to identify and connect previ-
ously isolated strands of research on contextual influences on individual achievement goals in one 
theoretical background and enhances our understanding of the individual and combined effects of 
those contextual factors.

Importantly, we think that students are not equally vulnerable to normative influence over 
the course of their school years. As social norms are especially powerful in ambiguous situations 
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6  |      BOSSERT et al.

(Lapinski & Rimal, 2005), times of change, such as the transition from primary to secondary ed-
ucation, should make social norms powerful as students try to navigate a new social environment. 
Additionally, as social norms are formed through interaction, we think that it takes some time for 
their effects to unfold, which calls for longitudinal data to test our propositions. Our conceptual 
model is depicted in Figure 1. We propose that (1) injunctive norms represented by class-level class-
room goal structures are related to changes in individual achievement goals over time and that 
(2) descriptive norms represented by peer achievement goals are related to changes in individual 
achievement goals over time.

METHOD

Data from two time points were used for this study, with the first collected four months into 5th grade 
(T1) and the second two months later (T2). The data were collected from German academic second-
ary schools (Gymnasium) in the subject of  mathematics as part of  a larger, two-year longitudinal 
project (see Dickhäuser et al., 2017)1 that assessed students' individual achievement goals and per-
ceived classroom goal structures across multiple time points. These two time points were selected 
because, by four months into 5th grade, students have gained some understanding of  the prevailing 
norms in their new academic environment without having fully assimilated, making changes due to 
normative influence likely.

The final sample included 4198 students from 169 classrooms (one class was excluded because only 
two individual datasets were available). Half of the sample were girls (N = 2099) and boys (N = 2094), 
respectively, with five individuals identifying as neither male nor female. An average of 24.84 students 
provided data in each class, with a minimum of 13 and a maximum of 32 students.

 1Subsamples of this dataset have previously been used to examine different research questions on student motivation and teacher evaluation 
(Bonefeld et al., 2017; Dickhäuser et al., 2017; Janke et al., 2016; Praetorius et al., 2017). One study also investigated relations between changes 
in perceived classroom goal structures and changes in individual achievement goals longitudinally ( Janke et al., 2022). However, no classroom 
aggregate measures were included.

F I G U R E  1   Conceptual model of the relationships between social norms and changes in individual achievement goals. 
The figure is intended as a conceptual illustration of the theoretical model. For clarity, we refrain from illustrating paths from 
Level 2 predictors to shared changes from T1 to T2 at Level 2.
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       |  7SOCIAL NORMS AND ACHIEVEMENT GOALS

Measures

All items were measured on a 6-point Likert Scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Identifiers 
for classes included in the data enabled clustering of participants into their respective contexts. Sample 
items and reliabilities are depicted in Table 1.

Individual achievement goals and peer achievement goals

Individual achievement goals were measured at both time points using an established German 
Achievement Goals Measure (Spinath et al., 2002) adapted for math class. Peer achievement goals were 
calculated as the means of the class-wise aggregated individual achievement goals (see Marsh 
et al., 2012).2

Individual-level and class-level classroom goal structures

Individual-level classroom goal structures were measured at T1 using a German version of the patterns of adap-
tive learning scale (PALS; Midgley et al., 2000 adapted by Dresel et al., 2010) adapted for math class. 
Class-level classroom goal structures were calculated as the means of the classroom's aggregated perceived 
classroom goal structures.

Analyses

To test our hypotheses, we calculated three analogous series of analyses to predict each outcome (i.e. 
individual achievement goal at T2) separately. To get a full picture of the relations between the different 
constructs, we decided to apply a stepwise procedure. Although this is not necessary to test our overall 
hypothesis, we see this as a valuable method to disentangle the individual and combined effects of our 
predictors and understand how the inclusion of both alters relations.

We calculated four multilevel models (M1–M4) to predict each individual achievement goal at 
T2. In each model, fixed slopes were specified for all predictors, assuming consistent relationships 
across classes, while allowing for varying intercepts. Model 1 included only individual-level predic-
tors: the respective achievement goal at T1 (to control for stability), the corresponding individual-
level perceived classroom goal structure, and the other achievement goals as controls (e.g., Fryer 
& Elliot, 2007; King & Mendoza, 2020). In Models 2 and 3, each of the two class-level predictors 
was added individually: Model 2 included the mean classroom goal structure corresponding to the 
outcome, and Model 3 included the peer achievement goal corresponding to the outcome. Finally, 
in Model 4, both class-level predictors were included simultaneously to predict the corresponding 
individual achievement goal at T2. Models 2 and 3 allowed testing the isolated effects of injunctive 
and descriptive norms, while Model 4 allowed testing the joint effect of both norms on changes in 
individual achievement goals.

The overall analytic strategy was analogous to King and Mendoza (2020). Predictors at the in-
dividual level were group-mean-centered, and predictors at the classroom level were grand-mean-
centered, as recommended when context effects are analysed using student ratings (see Lüdtke 
et al., 2009).

 2We decided to use all individual student data to calculate overall means for each class (level 2). Accordingly, the individual values of each 
student are included on the individual and on the class level. We chose to prioritize the ability to run multilevel analyses over correcting for 
individual-level values. To illustrate the extent to which the used class-level values differ from corrected values, we calculated correlations. All 
correlations were r = .99 indicating a negligible bias.
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R ESULTS

Data were analysed using the R software (R Core Team, 2023), with primary hypotheses tested as multi-
level models using the ‘lme4’ and ‘lmeTest’ packages (Bates et al., 2015; Kuznetsova et al., 2017).

Descriptive statistics for all relevant variables are depicted in Table 1 (correlations and intercorrela-
tions see Appendix). Intra-class coefficients (ICC1) indicate the proportion of between-classroom vari-
ance to total variance. In our sample, all measured constructs showed statistically significant variation 
between classrooms (all 95% CIs excluding zero). Between 3% and 4% of each individual achievement 
goal at T2 was explained by variations on the classroom level.

To assess the reliability of aggregate measures, it is common to use the ICC2 (see Lüdtke et al., 2009), 
which is notably low in our data. However, as can easily be deduced from the formula to compute ICC2 
(see Bliese, 1998), a low ICC2 score can result not only from low reliability but also from low variability 
between classes, which is the case in our sample (see also Bliese, 2000; Marsh et al., 2012). Therefore, 
we decided to instead inspect rWGj as an indicator of the within-group interrater agreement. It indi-
cates whether aggregation of data to a higher level is appropriate and is not based on variability between 
groups ( James et al., 1993). The mean rWGj values for our predictors indicate moderate to very strong 
agreement (LeBreton & Senter, 2008) pointing to the appropriateness of the aggregate measure (see 
Table 1).

Results of models predicting changes in mastery goals, performance-approach goals, and performance-
avoidance goals are depicted in Tables 2–4, respectively. Individual-level mastery goals and individual-
level classroom mastery goal structures at T1 predicted changes in individual mastery goals at T2. 
Added to separate models each, class-level classroom mastery goal structures and peer mastery goals on 
Level 2 predicted changes in individual mastery goals (M2 and M3). However, if both predictors were 
added simultaneously, peer mastery goals remained the single significant predictor of changes in indi-
vidual mastery goals on the class-level. Results of analogous models predicting performance-approach 
and performance-avoidance goals, respectively, matched this pattern. Individual-level performance-
approach goals and individual-level classroom performance-approach goal structures at T1 predicted 
changes in individual performance-approach goals at T2. Added to separate models each, class-level 
classroom performance-approach goal structures and peer performance-approach goals on Level 2 

T A B L E  2   Results of multilevel analyses for mastery goals.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

b SE b SE b SE b SE

Individual-level variables

Mastery goals 0.55*** 0.02 0.55*** 0.02 0.55*** 0.02 0.55*** 0.02

Performance-approach goals 0.06*** 0.02 0.06*** 0.02 0.06** 0.02 0.06*** 0.02

Performance-avoidance goals −0.09*** 0.02 −0.09*** 0.02 −0.09*** 0.02 −0.09*** 0.02

Mastery goal structures 0.15*** 0.02 0.15*** 0.02 0.15*** 0.02 0.15*** 0.02

Class-level classroom goal 
structures

Mastery 0.25* 0.13 −0.14 0.10

Class-level achievement goals

Mastery 0.77*** 0.06 0.81*** 0.07

Marginal R2/conditional R2 0.30/0.34 0.30/0.34 0.34/0.34 0.34/0.34

Note: Unstandardized parameters are shown. Marginal R2 represents the variance explained by fixed effects; conditional R2 represents the 
variance explained by the entire model.
*p < .05.
**p < .01.
***p < .001.
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10  |      BOSSERT et al.

predicted changes in individual performance-approach goals (M2 and M3). However, if both predictors 
were added simultaneously, peer performance-approach goals remained the single significant predictor 
of changes in individual performance-approach goals on the class-level. Individual-level performance-
avoidance goals and individual-level classroom performance-avoidance goal structures at T1 predicted 
changes in individual performance-avoidance goals at T2. Added to separate models each, class-level 
classroom performance-avoidance goal structures and peer performance-avoidance goals on Level 2 
predicted changes in individual performance-avoidance goals (M2 and M3). However, if both Level 

T A B L E  3   Results of multilevel analyses for performance-approach goals.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

b SE b SE b SE b SE

Individual-level controls

Mastery goals −0.01 0.02 −0.01 0.02 −0.01 0.02 −0.01 0.02

Performance-approach goals 0.58*** 0.02 0.58*** 0.02 0.58*** 0.02 0.58*** 0.02

Performance-avoidance goals 0.09*** 0.02 0.09*** 0.02 0.09*** 0.02 0.09*** 0.02

Performance-approach goal 
structures

0.09*** 0.02 0.09*** 0.02 0.09*** 0.02 0.09*** 0.02

Class-level classroom goal 
structures

Performance-approach 0.29*** 0.06 −0.02 0.06

Class-level achievement goals

Performance-approach 0.68*** 0.06 0.69*** 0.06

Marginal R2/conditional R2 0.41/0.46 0.42/0.46 0.45/0.45 0.45/0.45

Note: Unstandardized parameters are shown. Marginal R2 represents the variance explained by fixed effects; conditional R2 represents the 
variance explained by the entire model.
***p < .001.

T A B L E  4   Results of multilevel analyses for performance-avoidance goals.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

b SE b SE b SE b SE

Individual-level controls

Mastery goals −0.13*** 0.02 −0.13*** 0.02 −0.13*** 0.02 −0.13*** 0.02

Performance-approach goals 0.15** 0.02 0.15** 0.02 0.15*** 0.02 0.15*** 0.02

Performance-avoidance goals 0.48** 0.02 0.48** 0.02 0.48*** 0.02 0.48** 0.02

Performance-avoidance goal 
structures

0.13*** 0.02 0.13*** 0.02 0.13*** 0.02 0.13*** 0.02

Class-level classroom goal 
structures

Performance-avoidance 0.56*** 0.07 0.15 0.10

Class-level achievement goals

Performance-avoidance 0.72*** 0.07 0.61*** 0.10

Marginal R2/conditional R2 0.37/0.42 0.39/0.42 0.40/0.42 0.40/0.42

Note: Unstandardized parameters are shown. Marginal R2 represents the variance explained by fixed effects; conditional R2 represents the 
variance explained by the entire model.
**p < .01.
***p < .001.
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       |  11SOCIAL NORMS AND ACHIEVEMENT GOALS

2 predictors were added simultaneously, peer performance-avoidance goals remained the single most 
significant predictor of changes in individual performance-avoidance goals on the class-level.

DISCUSSION

To understand individual achievement motivation, considering the context in which learning oc-
curs is essential. We investigated relations between two important social factors located in a student's 
context—class-level classroom goal structures and peer achievement goals—and individual mastery, 
performance-approach, and performance-avoidance goals. We employed a novel approach by theo-
retically integrating them into a social norms framework, proposing that they reflect injunctive and 
descriptive norms, and investigating their combined effects. We stressed the importance of operational-
izing classroom goal structures and peer achievement goals as aggregate class-level measures to truly 
reflect the context and used longitudinal data to test our propositions in multilevel models. We found 
that class-level classroom goal structures relate to changes in the corresponding individual achieve-
ment goals if peer achievement goals are not considered. However, when peer achievement goals are 
included, relations between class-level classroom goal structures and changes in individual achieve-
ment goals are no longer evident, and peer achievement goals remain the sole predictor on a contextual 
level. The pattern showed consistently for prediction of changes in mastery, performance-approach, and 
performance-avoidance goals.

Theoretical and practical implications

We studied relations between classroom goal structures and changes in individual achievement goals. 
Previous research often overlooked the importance of modelling classroom goal structures on the group 
level to thoroughly address contextual influences on individual student motivation. Aggregated meas-
ures were only used in cross-sectional designs, and results were inconsistent (e.g., Bong, 2005; Midgley 
& Urdan, 1995; Urdan, 2004). We add to this literature in two ways. First, we used longitudinal data to 
investigate relations of class-level classroom goal structures to changes in individual achievement goals 
and addressed them as contextual factors while going beyond cross-sectional designs. Second, following 
a thorough theoretical integration, we included peer achievement goals as a contextual factor, recogniz-
ing the significant role of peers in the classroom through descriptive norms. We found that classroom 
goal structures as contextual factors are not of primary importance if peerś  achievement goals are con-
sidered. Based on these results, one could argue that classroom goal structures may be more influential 
as individual-level ‘psychological environment’ (Maehr & Midgley,  1991) than on a contextual level, 
where peer achievement goals seem to be especially relevant. These findings highlight the importance 
of a comprehensive theoretical integration of different contextual factors to understand individual and 
combined effects on individual student outcomes.

Under the assumption that classroom goal structures and peer achievement goals reflect injunctive 
and descriptive norms, our results indicate that descriptive norms relate to individual achievement goals 
and do so more than injunctive norms. This is only partly consistent with our propositions since we 
reasoned that both norms influence individual achievement goals independently. We cannot at this 
point draw conclusions as to why this is the case. According to the literature, descriptive norms serve 
as a shortcut to decide what behaviour is most effective (see Smith & Louis, 2008). It is reasonable to 
assume that adolescents use the behaviour of their peers to navigate the uncertain school environment. 
Additionally, descriptive norms by peers could be more easily accessible than injunctive norms in the 
classroom and thus more influential due to their higher salience (Reno et al., 1993), making them espe-
cially important in the classroom context. Since this is a first venture into the incorporation of social 
norms to predict individual achievement motivation, we refrain from drawing conclusions about the 
general role of injunctive norms for individual achievement goals. However, we see the results of this 
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12  |      BOSSERT et al.

study as a valuable starting point for further consideration of contextual effects on individual achieve-
ment goals in the light of social norms.

The proposed mechanism of social norms influencing individual achievement goals can also 
complement prior literature showing peer group effects on individual motivation under the frame-
work of goal contagion, which ‘describes how people appear to catch and pursue the goals implied 
by the behaviors of others in the social environment’ (Laurin, 2016, p. 669). Such ‘spill-over effects’ 
have been demonstrated for social goals and achievement goals and are claimed to be the result of 
an automatic activation of the respective goal if an individual is faced with others who pursue the 
same goal (Aarts & Dijksterhuis, 2000; King & Mendoza, 2020). However, no clear process is ev-
ident for those ‘spill-over effects’. We think that our social norms approach can be integrated into 
this framework, which, surprisingly, does not appear to take social norms as a possible overarching 
theme into account.

The findings can also be put to practical use in learning and teaching. An implication can be that 
teachers might use social norms to support the adoption of mastery goals, for example, by acknowledg-
ing explicitly if one or several students in class express mastery goals, thus making those desirable peer 
norms salient.

Limitations and future research

There are several limitations of our research. First, we used mean classroom achievement goals in our 
analyses to address relations between peer achievement goals and changes in individual achievement 
goals. While this is a reasonable approach, given our data, we were not able to differentiate peers ac-
cording to how close they were to each other. However, closer individuals are likely more influential 
than distal classmates, and norm conformity tends to increase with proximity (Bukowski et al., 2009; 
Wang & Liao, 2023). We might not have gotten the full picture and possibly underestimated the effect. 
Future research could address this question by disentangling peer and classroom influences on indi-
vidual achievement goals.

A further limitation lies in the different referents of injunctive versus descriptive norms. Although 
not explicitly stated (‘In our math class…’), it is likely that injunctive norms were interpreted as teacher-
driven, while descriptive norms were operationalized with peers as the referent. The strength of nor-
mative influence depends on the salience of the norm and the proximity and perceived similarity to 
the influencing group or individual (e.g., Cialdini et al., 1990; Dimant, 2019; Wang & Liao, 2023). Since 
peers are likely perceived as more similar and proximal than teachers, and more time is being spent with 
the class relative to a single subject teacher, it is possible that these factors, in addition to the type of 
norm, are responsible for differences in effects and limit the generalizability of our results concerning 
the importance of the norms relative to each other. Our data only captured the constructs for math 
classes, which mitigates the potential increased salience of peer descriptive norms that results from 
spending more time with them throughout the school day compared to subject teachers. Future research 
could address this question, for example, by explicitly separating peer injunctive norms from teacher 
injunctive norms.

Expanding the previous point, there seems to be more to the impact of social norms on achievement 
goals than a simple additive effect. To understand the relations, several points need to be considered: 
First, we need to address the problem of whether injunctive and descriptive norms always align (which 
we do not assume to be the case), and how mismatching norms impact individual student outcomes. 
Second, we think that an important missing part of the puzzle lies in how injunctive norms in the class-
room might be further specified into injunctive norms originating from the teacher versus injunctive 
norms originating from peers. We acknowledge that further research is needed to better understand 
how injunctive and descriptive norms unfold their combined effect in the classroom. Studies including 
multiple measures at a higher frequency or including the perspectives of teachers might deepen our 
understanding.
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       |  13SOCIAL NORMS AND ACHIEVEMENT GOALS

The participants in the current study were enrolled in German schools with a Western background, 
within an individualistic culture. In individualistic cultures, independence and autonomy are considered 
central developmental milestones in adolescence (Steinberg, 1990). In contrast, in collectivistic cultures, 
independence among adolescents is less encouraged (Chen et al., 2018). Future research could benefit 
from exploring possible differences in observed relations between Western and non-Western cultures.

Our data set contained very little variation in individual achievement goals between classes. Although 
we found considerable relations between group-level variables and changes in individual achievement 
goals, the overall importance of those variables is comparably limited. We cannot say if the small 
between-classroom variation is a characteristic of our sample or a general tendency. Previous research 
reported different variations ranging from 1% to between 5% and 35% (King & Mendoza, 2020; Meece 
et al., 2006). Future research could further investigate the magnitude of between-class variations in indi-
vidual achievement goals and possible altering factors such as age or cultural background. It is also likely 
that circumstances in the classroom, such as how long peers have been learning together or whether the 
subject teacher is also the classroom teacher, alter these between-classroom variations. Importantly, we 
do not want to convey the message that norms are the only and major contextual influence on individual 
achievement goals or that norms about achievement goals are the only norms present in the classroom. 
However, we want to stress the importance of acknowledging the classroom as a social space and includ-
ing social norms on motivation in the range of aspects that shape student motivation.

CONCLUSION

The classroom as part of the learning context shapes individual achievement motivation. We acknowl-
edged its role as a social space and proposed relations of injunctive and descriptive norms, reflected as 
classroom goal structures and peer achievement goals, with changes in individual achievement goals. 
We found that peer achievement goals related to changes in individual achievement goals over and 
above classroom goal structures. The findings stress the importance of considering peers to better 
understand individual student motivation and are a valuable starting point for integrating social norms 
into theory and research on contextual effects on individual student motivation.
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