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Abstract
This research examined the extent to which social desirability responding inﬂuences two measures of
goal orientation tailored to work (VandeWalle, 1997) and academic (Midgley et al., 1998) domains.
Method bias analyses indicated a signiﬁcant negative inﬂuence of social desirability on responses to learning goal items, and a signiﬁcant positive inﬂuence of social desirability responding on performance-avoid
goal items, with the VandeWalle scale showing larger eﬀects than the Midgley et al. scale. Performanceapproach goal items showed minimal eﬀects of social desirability responding. Results are discussed with
respect to the use of these measures in larger models of motivation and performance.
Ó 2005 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction
When a measure is used for research purposes, the implicit assumption made is that it measures
the intended construct, and no other. Under some circumstances, this assumption is open to
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explicit testing, often using factor analysis and related techniques. Here, we demonstrate one manner in which this issue might be addressed, in a study of the extent and manner in which social
desirability bias may contaminate measures of goal orientation.
1.1. Overview of goal orientation
Goals and standards play a critical role in virtually every comprehensive theory of self-regulation and performance in applied settings. When goals involve learning, change, or the acquisition
of new skills, an important distinction can be made between diﬀerent types of broad goals that
might be adopted—speciﬁcally, whether goals focus the learner on information related to task
mastery, or on more global assessments of his or her competence. Which of these two types of
goal is being pursued has important motivational implications for learner self-eﬃcacy, task initiation and persistence (especially when there is initial failure), feedback-seeking, and ultimately,
level of performance (Beaubien & Payne, 1999; VandeWalle & Cummings, 1997).
Goal orientation has been extensively studied in the educational ﬁeld (e.g., Duda & Nicholls,
1992; Dweck, 1986), and its application to the workplace (especially related to issues of training,
skill maintenance, feedback-seeking, and performance) has also received increased scrutiny in recent years (Beaubien & Payne, 1999; Button, Mathieu, & Zajac, 1996; Farr, Hofmann, & Ringenbach, 1993; Schmidt & Ford, 2003; VandeWalle, Brown, Cron, & Slocum, 1999; VandeWalle &
Cummings, 1997). Important initial development of the constructs and their measurement comes
from Dweck and her colleagues (Dweck, 1986; Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Elliot & Dweck, 1988).
Their work identiﬁed two classes of intellectual achievement goals. Goals where individuals were
concerned either with gaining favorable judgments of their competence or avoiding negative judgments of their competence were termed performance goals, and goals where individuals were concerned with increasing their competence or understanding and mastering something new were
termed learning goals.
Later work has expanded considerably upon DweckÕs original research, suggesting that goal
orientations can be further subdivided, with corresponding development of new measures. Many
researchers advocate two performance orientation components, distinguishing between goals of
garnering favorable evaluations from others versus avoiding negative evaluations (and some make
a similar approach-avoid distinction for learning goals also, e.g., Elliot & Thrash, 2002). In addition, a growing body of empirical research demonstrates relations of goal orientation with other
important variables. Often the models tested are complex and multivariate in nature, thus good
measurement is crucial. Here, we examine the extent to which social desirability may contribute
to common method variance in measures of goal orientation and the extent to which it biases estimates of the relations among goal orientation constructs.

2. Potential biasing eﬀects of social desirability
Social desirability refers to peopleÕs tendency to present themselves in a favorable light. This
tendency may be problematic in self-report questionnaire research because it can be a source of
common method bias, which may mask true relations or produce spurious relations among variables (Ganster, Hennessey, & Luthans, 1983). Paulhus (1984, 1994) suggests that there are two

