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Abstract

To investigate the role of academic achievement in the reasons for participa-
tion in and/or avoidance of competition more clearly, the presented research 
was aimed at assessing the role of the discrepancy between objective evaluations 
and subjective self-evaluations of academic performance in secondary school 
students. Th e diff erences between under-raters, accurate raters, and over-raters 
in their reasons for participation in and/or avoidance of competition were 
investigated. Th e study comprised 534 secondary school students. Th e results 
do not clearly indicate possible benefi ts of the positive bias; we found that 
under-rating may have some advantages in the sense of mastery orientation 
and self-improvement motives (upward comparison) in competitive situations. 
Concerning other reasons for participation in competition, as well as reasons 
for avoiding it, students were found to rely more on teachers’ objective measure 
of academic performance than on the (in)accurate aspect of social comparison 
information.
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Introduction

Th e classroom is a  social context where it is almost impossible not to be 
compared with others. Peers are constantly providing social comparison infor-
mation about diff erent attributes, e.g., social acceptance, physical appearance 
and academic performance. Because of the fact that students spend a lot of time 
at school, their classroom environment represents an important context for 
their comparative evaluations, i.e., self-evaluation of abilities or other attributes 
relative to others. Studies that investigated the role of individuals’ comparative 
evaluations of their abilities indicate that they are related to their performance. 
Blanton, Buunk, Gibbons, and Kuyper (1999) report that students’ comparative 
evaluations in seven courses predict their academic achievement in these courses 
three months later; students that perceived themselves as better compared to 
other students improved their academic achievement. It seems that the perceived 
competence in relation to other group members can create the dynamics of 
a self-fulfi lling prophecy through self-effi  cacy and performance expectations 
(Kuyper, Dijkstra, Buunk, & van der Werf, 2011). However, the researchers who 
examined the accuracy of students’ comparative evaluations found that they are 
oft en inaccurate (Dupeyrat, Escribe, Huet, & Régner, 2011). Mostly, these inac-
curate assessments are marked by a positive bias where students overestimate 
their academic performance, but some students tend to underestimate their 
academic performance. With a sample of adolescents, Dupeyrat et al. (2011) 
investigated the relation between students’ comparative evaluations of academic 
performance in maths, achievement goals, and mathematics performance. Th ey 
classifi ed students in three groups with regard to the relationship between 
their self-evaluations of competence and actual mathematical competence: 
under-raters, accurate raters, and over-raters. Th e group of over-raters was 
the only group that progressed in math achievement from the second to the 
third term. Th ey were also higher on performance approach goals compared to 
under-raters (but not to accurate raters). Mastery goals were not related to the 
accuracy of self-assessment. Similarly, Gonida & Leondari (2011) found realistic 
self-appraisals of self-effi  cacy to be most adaptive with regard to students’ inter-
est, persistence, achievement goal orientations, and social goals. In the group 
of students with biased self-report on performance, underestimation of one’s 
performance has been consistently associated with motivational costs and no 
benefits. Overestimation, however, has been associated with more costs (higher 
performance-avoidance goals), but not necessarily fewer benefi ts (high interest) 
compared to realistic self-beliefs. Th us, the research fi ndings clearly indicate the 



144 Damjan Šimek, Katja Košir

maladaptive functioning of a negative bias, and suggest some possible benefi ts 
of a positive bias. 

Other studies (e.g., Klassen, 2007), however, suggest that students with learning 
diffi  culties are more prone to overestimating their level of academic performance. 
It seems possible that the adaptive function of positive illusions about self is still an 
open research question. Previous research fi ndings suggest that it is not the level of 
a positive bias per se that determines whether it is associated with costs or benefi ts, 
but the specifi c motivation that is underlying the bias (Gramzow, Elliot, Asher, 
& McGregor, 2003). Such underlying motives can be classifi ed into two groups: 
self-improvement motives (upward comparison), and self-enhancement motives 
(downward comparison). Dijkstra, Kuyper, van der Werf, Buunk, and van der Zee 
(2008) report that students prefer to compare their performance to students who 
perform better than themselves (i.e. upward comparison). However, in that case, 
some similarities with their comparison targets are needed to allow them to view 
their peers as a meaningful source of comparison information. 

Motivation for the participation in competition

In the 1990s, the fi eld of competition was subjected to a signifi cant change of 
paradigm as multidimensional approaches revealed positive aspects of compe-
tition in education (Deutsch, 1990; Fülöp, 1992; Ryckman, Hammer, Katzor, & 
Gold, 1990; Ryckman, Hammer, Katzor, & Gold 1996; Th ornton, Ryckman, & Gold, 
2011). Franken and Brown (1995) defi ned fi ve motives for participation in competi-
tive situations: (1) the need to win, (2) improving performance, (3) the motivation 
to put forth eff ort, (4) the preference for diffi  cult tasks and (5) the wish to perform 
well. Šimek (2008) analyzed the relationship between competitive orientations and 
grade point average (GPA) in 747 secondary school students. Th e highest need to 
win as well as the highest satisfaction that comes from improving performance 
on a task well done was characteristic of the secondary school students with the 
highest GPA. Th e students who were repeating the school year exhibited the lowest 
level of the need to win, and, at the same time, the lowest level of the improving 
performance on a task well done; their goal orientation was failure avoidance. 
Fülöp (1992) states that the competitive school environment suits the students 
with high academic achievement because they actively seek opportunities to 
develop their abilities in a competitive environment. Previous research showed 
that competitiveness itself does not destroy intellectual achievements and that in 
the circumstances of the performance-orientated school environment, the most 
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capable students can maximize their academic performance by being simultane-
ously task- and performance-orientated (Pintrich, 2000).

Motivation for competition avoidance

Ryckman et al. (2011) described another form of neurotic competitiveness: 
competition avoidance. Participants who were higher in competition avoidance 
showed higher levels of self-handicapping, greater fears of both success and failure, 
and higher levels of neuroticism. In exploring the motivation for avoidance of com-
petition, Franken and Prpich (1996) state two specifi c reasons. Self-image concerns 
refer to the individual’s fear regarding the outcome of competition: fear of failing 
or looking bad. Performance concerns relate to the individual’s fear associated with 
the process of performing a task: self-consciousness, nervousness, and the need to 
meet high expectations of others. Franken and Brown (1995) fi nd that if the com-
petitive situation triggers ego-orientation, an individual can dislike competition due 
to self-image concerns, and accordingly, if the competitive situation triggers task-
orientation, the individual avoids competition because it may disturb the process 
of performing a task. Regarding the GPA, Šimek (2008) found that there are no 
signifi cant diff erences in performance concerns and self-image concerns in students. 
However, the role of the discrepancy between the objective academic performance 
and the self-evaluation of academic achievement needs to be further explored. 

The presented study
To view the role of academic achievement in the reasons for participation in 

and avoidance of competition more clearly, the purpose of the presented research 
was to assess the role of the discrepancy between objective evaluations and sub-
jective self-evaluations of academic performance in secondary school students. 
We examined the diff erences in the reasons for participation in competition and 
avoidance of competition between under-raters, accurate raters, and over-raters, 
and controlled the infl uence of objective academic achievement.

Method

Participants
Th e participants in the study were 534 secondary-school students: 224 (41.9%) 

male and 320 (58.1%) female students. Th e participants were students of 21 dif-
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ferent classes of three Slovenian secondary schools. Th eir age range was 16 to 19 
(M = 17.18, SD = .74).

Measures
Objective academic performance. We used the fi nal grade in the previous school 

year as an operative objective and verifi able criterion of academic performance. 
In the Slovenian school system the fi nal mark is a refl ection of the most prevalent 
marks in diff erent subjects, and is expressed in the whole number from 1 (insuf-
fi cient) to 5 (excellent). 

Discrepancy between objective and subjective measures of academic perfor-
mance refers to the discrepancy between the fi nal mark (below average: 1, 2; aver-
age: 3, above average: 4, 5), and the category of subjective evaluation of academic 
achievement in comparison to one’s peers. Th e students were asked to compare 
their academic performance with other students in their class. Comparative evalu-
ations of academic performance were assessed using one question: “Compared 
to the majority of my peers, I would say that my academic performance is…” 
Th e participants then evaluated their academic achievement according to three 
categories: 1-worse than my peers, 2- the same as my peers, 3-better than my peers. 

Th e students who underestimate their academic performance subjectively rate 
their performance lower than that measured by the fi nal mark. Th e students who 
overestimate their academic performance subjectively rate their performance 
higher than that measured by the fi nal mark. Accordance between subjective and 
objective measures of academic achievement refers to the same level of objective 
and subjective evaluations of academic performance. 

To measure diff erent reasons for participating in competitive situations, we 
used the 19-item Competitiveness/Mastery Questionnaire (CMQ; Franken & 
Brown, 1995), which measures fi ve dimensions: (1) the importance of winning 
(WIN), (2) improving one’s performance (IP), (3) motivation to put forth greater 
eff ort (MPFE), (4) satisfaction that comes from performing well (PW), and (5) 
the preference for diffi  cult tasks (DT). In the presented research, four factors 
were extracted using principal components analysis and the Kaiser criterion. Th e 
items of IP and those of PW were joined into the same factor, which was named 
Improving Performance on a Task Well Done (IPPW). Franken and Brown (1995), 
Franken and Prpich (1996) and Šimek (2008) report internal consistency of the 
subscales with alpha-coeffi  cients ranging from .60 to .89.

To measure the components of avoidance of competition, two instruments were 
used. Th e 8-item Self-Image Concerns Scale (SIC; Franken and Prpich, 1996) was 
used to measure self-image concerns due to expected potential negative outcomes 
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in the competitive situation. Franken and Prpich (1996) reported high reliability 
of the scale (.84), and Šimek (2008) determined the same for the Slovenian ver-
sion (.87). In order to measure perceived negative infl uences of the competitive 
situation on performance, i.e., on the process of task execution itself, the 4-item 
Performance Concerns Scale (PC; Franken and Prpich, 1996) was used. Similar 
to Franken and Prpich’s (1996) reported reliability (.89), Šimek (2008) reported 
adequate reliability also for the Slovenian translation of the scale (.80).   

In all the scales measuring competitiveness, a fi ve-point rating scale ranging 
from never (1) to always (5) was used.

Procedure
With the consent of the school principals, the research was conducted during 

regular class hours with the teachers absent in April and May. 

Results 

Means and standard deviations across the students who are under-raters, accu-
rate raters and over-raters of their academic performance, as well as ANOVAs, 
post-hoc tests, alpha reliability coeffi  cients, and eff ect sizes are shown in Table 1. 
Th e students who underestimate their academic performance have the highest 
verifi able academic performance, and the students who overestimate it, the lowest. 
Post-hoc comparisons showed signifi cant diff erences between all the three groups; 
the eff ect size is medium. Signifi cant diff erences across groups occurred in three 
dimensions of competition. Post-hoc comparisons showed that the students who 
underestimate their academic performance have a higher score on improving 
performance on a task well done, compared to the students who overestimate their 
academic performance. Th e under-raters have the highest and the over-raters the 
lowest scores on both competition avoidance dimensions; post-hoc comparisons 
showed that the under-raters and the accurate raters exhibit more performance 
concerns than the over-raters, whereas the diff erences between all the three groups 
in self-image concerns are signifi cant. For the relation between the students’ dis-
crepancy between objective and subjective measures of academic achievement and 
dimensions of competition, all the reported eff ect sizes are small. Alpha reliability 
coeffi  cients are adequate for all the dimensions, except for the preference for dif-
fi cult tasks (.60). 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics, alpha reliability coefficients, and univariate ANOVAs 
across students who underestimate, are accurate raters, or overestimate their 

academic performance

Under-
raters 

(n = 86)

Accurate 
raters

(n = 353)

Over-
raters 

(n = 95)
F df1 df2 η2

M SD M SD M SD
Objective academic 
performancea

3.91 0.84 3.22 0.70 2.43 1.00 81.04*** 2 531 0.234

Reasons for participating in competition
IPPWb (α = 0.74) 3.70 0.52 3.74 0.56 3.55 0.62 4.35** 2 531 0.016
WIN (α = 0.77) 2.66 0.84 2.56 0.80 2.70 0.84 1.36 2 531 0.005
MPFE (α = 0.74) 3.01 0.95 3.06 0.93 3.24 0.96 1.76 2 531 0.007
DT(α = 0.60) 2.91 0.70 2.95 0.76 2.94 0.80 0.64 2 531 0.002
Components of avoidance of competition
PCc (α = 0.83) 2.97 0.94 2.72 0.98 2.43 0.90 7.10*** 2 531 0.026
SICd (α = 0.89) 2.92 0.94 2.66 0.84 2.41 0.78 8.36*** 2 531 0.031

Note. Bonferroni’s post-hoc comparison showed the following signifi cant diff erences: a under-raters 
>accurate raters>over-raters; b under-raters>over-raters; c under-raters>accurate raters>over-raters; 
d under-raters>accurate raters>over-raters; *p < .05,**p < .01, ***p < .001. 

Academic achievement as a covariate of eff ects

Since the measure of the students’ discrepancy between objective and subjective 
measures of academic achievement is based on the students’ objective academic 
performance, in the ANOVA the two infl uences - the infl uence of the real GPA 
and the infl uence of self-enhancement/self-protection cannot be separated. Th us, 
we cannot conclude whether the results are the consequence of the discrepancy or 
the consequence of the objective academic achievement. Th erefore, we performed 
additional analyses in which academic achievement was controlled (ANCOVA).

Th e covariate academic achievement was signifi cantly related to the dimension 
of improving performance on a task well done, F (1, 532) = 27.16; p < .001; η2 = 
0.049. Th e eff ect of the students’ discrepancy between objective and subjective 
measure of academic achievement remained signifi cant for this dimension aft er 
controlling for the eff ect of academic achievement, F (2, 531) = 2.71; p < .05; η2 = 
0.010. However, Bonferroni’s post hoc comparison showed that only the diff erence 
between the under-raters and accurate raters was signifi cant (p < .05).

For the dimensions of need to win, motivation to put forth greater eff ort, and 
preference for diffi  cult tasks, the eff ect of the students’ discrepancy between objec-
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tive and subjective measure of academic achievement remained insignifi cant aft er 
controlling for the eff ect of academic achievement; however, academic achieve-
ment was a signifi cant covariate for the dimensions of need to win, F (1, 532) = 
7.34; p < .001; η2 = 0.014,  and preference for diffi  cult tasks, F (1, 532) = 11.47; 
p < .001; η2 = 0.021. 

For both avoidance of competition dimensions, the eff ect of the students’ 
discrepancy between objective and subjective measure of academic achievement 
was no longer signifi cant aft er controlling for the eff ect of academic achievement 
(performance concerns,  F (2, 531) = 1.40; self-image concerns, F (2, 531) = 2.42). 
However, academic achievement was a signifi cant covariate for the dimensions 
of performance concerns, F (1, 532) = 11.75; p < .01; η2 = 0.021, and self-image 
concerns, F (1, 532) = 8.51; p < .05; η2 = 0.016. 

Discussion

What role does the accuracy of the academic self-evaluations play in the reasons 
for participation in competitive situations? For improving performance on a task 
well done, the eff ect of the students’ discrepancy between objective and subjective 
measures of academic achievement remains signifi cant even aft er controlling for 
the eff ect of academic achievement. However, only the diff erence between the 
under-raters and the accurate raters was signifi cant, indicating  that the students 
who underestimate their academic performance have a higher score on improving 
performance on a task well done, compared to the students who overestimate it. 
Pintrich (2000) stated that students who are most successful focus both on mastery 
and on performance. Improving performance on a task well done, as a motive for 
participation in a competition, indicates mastery orientation in the approach to 
competition, which, associated with performance orientation, may enable under-
raters to have the highest levels of academic achievement. Another explanation 
could be that students who underestimate their own academic performance are 
never satisfi ed with their achievement and, thus, have mastery orientation–the 
orientation that guides their behavior toward constant self-improvement. In 
other motives for participation in competition, diff erences between the groups of 
students according to the accuracy of the comparative self-evaluations were not 
found. However, since academic achievement was a signifi cant covariate in two 
dimensions of competitiveness, we may confi rm that in the students’ reasons for 
participating in competition, the objective measures of academic performance 
seem to be more important than the subjective social comparison aspect. It seems 
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that in most of the reasons for participation in competition, such as winning, get-
ting motivation to put forth eff ort, or excelling in diffi  cult tasks, the students rely 
more on teachers’ measures than on the comparison to others.

For avoidance of competition dimensions, the eff ect of the students’ discrepancy 
between objective and subjective measure of academic achievement was no longer 
signifi cant aft er controlling for the eff ect of academic achievement. Because aca-
demic achievement was a signifi cant covariate in both dimensions, we may con-
fi rm that in the students’ reasons for avoiding competition, the objective measures 
of academic performance seem to be more important than the subjective aspect 
of (in)accuracy of interpersonal comparison information.  

Contrary to some other fi ndings (e.g., Gonida & Leondari 2011), our research 
does not clearly indicate possible benefi ts of the positive bias. We found that 
under-rating may have some advantages in the sense of mastery orientation, i.e., 
self-improvement motives in competitive situations. Th e students who underesti-
mate their academic performance have a higher score on improving performance 
on a task well done. In all other dimensions of competitiveness, the discrepancy 
between objective evaluations and subjective self-evaluations of academic perfor-
mance is less important than the objective measures. It seems that in the reasons 
for avoidance of competition, as well as in most reasons for participation in it, the 
students rely more on teachers’ objective measure of academic performance than 
on the (in)accurate aspect of social comparison information. However, the reverse 
is also possible: (objectively) high-performing students are more motivated to 
enter competitive situations because they expect to excel in them and to verify 
their high academic self-concept. Th ey want to further self-enhance through new 
success and to confi rm that they are really good. On the other hand, those who are 
less successful avoid competition because of the fear to experience failure again. 
Th at is the essence of self-enhancement: to seek positive self-evaluation and avoid 
negative self-evaluation.

Limitations and future directions
Because of the low reliability of the Preference for diffi  cult tasks scale, analysis 

that includes this dimension should be interpreted with caution. Further explora-
tion of the reliability of this scale is needed. 

Gender has been reported as an important factor in the assessment of one’s 
academic performance (Kuyper et al., 2011). Future studies should also examine 
how the accuracy of the comparative self-evaluations of academic performance, 
with regard to the motivation to participate/avoid competition, refl ects gender 
diff erences.
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