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Learning motivation is a significant factor that ensures quality in medical education, and
might affect the academic performance and well-being of medical students. This study
aimed to explore the status of achievement goal orientations among medical students in
China and to further identify the association among academic performance, academic
well-being, and achievement goal orientations. Data were collected through a cross-
sectional, anonymous survey conducted with 3,511 respondents (effective response
rate = 81.7%), from four medical universities in China, and demographic factors,
achievement goal orientations, academic performance, and academic well-being were
assessed. The average score of achievement goal orientations of Chinese medical
students suggested a difference in demographic factors, including sex, year of study,
experience of leadership cadre, and family income. Both mastery and performance-
avoidance goals were associated with academic performance, subjective academic
stress, subjective learning adaptability, subjective sleep quality, and subjective well-
being. Performance-approach goals were related to academic performance, subjective
academic stress, and subjective learning adaptability. The achievement goal orientations
of the medical students in this study were at a middle level. The findings emphasize the
importance of mastery goals for promoting the academic performance and well-being
of medical students. More care and attention toward achievement goal orientations can
be beneficial for the improvement of the academic performance and well-being among
medical students.

Keywords: association, academic well-being, academic performance, achievement goal orientations, medical
students

INTRODUCTION

Considered as motivators of human behavior, achievement goal orientations are defined as
the subjective expression of individual pursuits (Nicholls, 1984), and are usually divided
into three types— mastery goals (that is to develop ability), performance-approach goals
(that is to prove ability), and performance-avoidance goals (that is to avoid incompetence;
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Elliot and Harackiewicz, 1996). Achievement goal orientations
have been widely discussed by scholars in recent decades
(Tuominen-Soini et al., 2008; Hall et al., 2015; King and Mendoza,
2020; Sideridis, 2020). A considerable body of literature suggests
that achievement goal orientations play an important role
in promoting academic development among students, and it
can enhance their engagement in and enjoyment of studying.
Furthermore, it is beneficial as it alleviates psychological stress
and promotes the use of active learning strategies, thus leading
to high academic achievement (Daniels et al., 2008; Tuominen-
Soini et al., 2008, 2012; Gonçalves et al., 2017). Achievement
goal orientations are also inseparable from some emotional
experiences, such as stress, anxiety, depression, and burnout
(Daniels et al., 2008; Tuominen-Soini et al., 2012; Gonçalves et al.,
2017). Undoubtedly, continuous attention should be given to
achievement goal orientations.

Since the concept of achievement goal orientations was
proposed, there have been many studies on junior middle school,
high school, and ordinary college students; however, only a few
studies have focused on medical students (Giota, 2006; Tian et al.,
2017; King and Mendoza, 2020; You, 2021). In recent years, the
learning motivation of medical students in China has been one of
the main practical concerns (Youhao et al., 2019). Due to the vast
curriculum content and high pressure to learn, medical students
are prone to negative tendencies such as academic dishonesty
and cynicism (Ahmadi et al., 2009). In China, medical students
face demanding learning tasks and long study periods, which can
easily lead to academic stress and affect their learning engagement
and emotional experience (Hong et al., 2010; Jiali et al., 2019;
Lew et al., 2019). In addition, the outcome expectation can be
attached to a greater importance in the Chinese cultural context,
which may cause learning motivation problems for medical
students and affect their achievement goal orientations (Liu and
Tein, 2005). Some studies have shown that the achievement goal
orientations of Chinese medical students are more negative than
those of general students (Kim et al., 1997; Liu et al., 2000; Swetlik
and Franco, 2018; Chen et al., 2020). Therefore, we believe that
the level of achievement goal orientations of Chinese medical
students is worrying and deserves close attention.

Low academic performance is a frequent obstacle in medical
students’ careers as doctors, as it is a key index that reflects
educational outcomes (Stinebrickner and Stinebrickner, 2007),
which are closely related to students’ learning motivation.
Medical students have diverse learning motivations and
motivational orientations influenced by individual factors,
family factors, and school factors (Korpershoek et al., 2015).
Those with mastery goals attempt to understand the topic
at hand, gain knowledge, and improve their skills, whereas
students with performance-approach goals are focused on
outperforming others (Korpershoek et al., 2015). However,
Giota (2006) considered that performance-approach goals
may be more often linked to students’ ability-related concerns
such as anxiety and surface level strategy use, including lower
levels of academic achievement. Research on Indian medical
students showed that the work-avoidance type of goal orientation
among the lower performing group may account for their lower
performance scores when compared with the higher performing

group (Barkur et al., 2013). They believed that medical students
with performance-avoidance goals hide themselves as they try
to avoid engaging in any activity. Meanwhile, other studies
demonstrated that achievement goal orientations have no impact
on the academic performance among medical students (Tapola
et al., 2014; Korpershoek et al., 2015; Schwinger et al., 2016).
Unlike Western countries, the achievement goal orientation
of Chinese students is unique, dynamic, and uncertain due to
the excessive attention to academic achievements from both
families and individuals (Zang and Carrasquillo, 1995; Yang and
Zhou, 2008). Therefore, it is worthwhile to further explore the
relationship between academic performance and achievement
goal orientations in China. In addition, some scholars concluded
that achievement goals are related to emotions and cognitions
that not only contribute to effective learning, but are also
generally linked with well-being (Kaplan and Maehr, 1999;
Tuominen-Soini et al., 2008).

In addition to performance, academic well-being is as
important as academic success. Medical universities face the
challenge of creating an academic environment that motivates
students to engage in rigorous learning without compromising
their health and well-being (Noddings, 2010). The recent years
have seen a surge of recognition regarding the importance
of students’ stress levels and emotional well-being (Noddings,
2010). Stress is a normal and healthy response to difficult
negative learning events; however, some Chinese medical
students excessively face negative emotional experiences such
as depression or anxiety, and even develop suicidal tendencies
(Jiali et al., 2019; Lew et al., 2019). Academic well-being
is regarded as the emotional experience during students’
learning activities and it can be perceived as an evaluation
of the entire learning process (Jing and Yu, 2015; Yuting
et al., 2020). Studies have revealed that academic well-being
is significantly associated with learning motivation (Tian
et al., 2017; Tuominen et al., 2020). Tuominen-Soini et al.
(2008) reported that learning motivation associated with self-
improvement and growth was positively related to various
indices of students’ well-being, whereas avoidance tendencies
and concerns with demonstrating one’s competence were linked
to different types of adjustment problems. They believed that
some students have a stronger tendency to validate their
competence, which makes them more vulnerable to situations
that potentially imply incompetence or otherwise pose a threat
to their self-esteem. They also thought that students with
avoidance tendencies were challenged by avoidance, having low
persistence in the face of difficulty, and negative self-cognition
when confronting obstacles, whereas an opposite pattern was
observed for mastery-oriented students. Research on students
in Finland from lower and upper secondary school showed
that those in the mastery-oriented group displayed the most
adaptive pattern of motivation, academic achievement, and
well-being (Tuominen et al., 2020). Thus far, it has been
difficult for academic circles to determine the relationship
between achievement goal orientations and academic well-
being in different cultural settings due to different measuring
tools; however, it is certain that the association between
achievement goal orientations and academic well-being among
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medical students needs to be discussed using locally adapted
measuring tools in China.

Goal of Study
We conducted a survey on medical students to evaluate the
following— (1) the status of achievement goal orientations and
its influencing factors and (2) the association among achievement
goal orientations, academic performance, and academic well-
being.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedures
Considering the time-effectiveness, cost-effectiveness and
accessibility (Chang and Vowles, 2013), a cross-sectional
anonymous online survey was conducted from May to June 2019
in current study. The multistage stratified convenient sampling
method was used to collect data among medical students. Firstly,
the procedures of this study were reviewed and approved by the
Ethics Committee of the Institutional Review Board of Harbin
Medical University (ECHMU). According to the calculation
method and standard requirements of the cross-sectional sample
size from Zhou et al. (2017), the minimum sample size of this
study was calculated to be 1,824 participants. Considering that
the minimum response rate is 50%, the sample size of this
study should be expanded to at least 3,648 participants. In order
to further ensure the data quality, we finally determined the
number of respondents to be 5,000 participants. Secondly, we
contacted 4 teachers in charge of student affairs and the academic
administrators as the original deliverers of the survey. Prior to
the formal release of the questionnaire, we trained the original
deliverers of the survey. After understanding the content and
purpose of the survey, the original deliverers recruited potential
and qualified medical students from four regions, including
Harbin, Jiamusi, Mudanjiang, and Qiqihar. In each region, one
medical college was hierarchically selected, totaling four medical
colleges. The characteristics of the medical colleges differed

by size, academic programs, research performance, admission
scores and number of medical students. In addition, different
classes and grades were randomly selected in each university.
Thirdly, the survey was conducted through the online survey
platform “Questionnaire Star.” Once informed consent was
obtained, a web page link to our questionnaire survey1 was sent
to each participant via mobile phone during students’ spare time.
Each participant is only allowed to reply once. The researchers
monitored the collected questionnaires in real time through
the platform of “Questionnaire Star” and used the platform to
effectively manage the data. The senior investigators conduct
quality control by checking the collected questionnaires daily.
In the past, our team has successfully used this survey method
to finish a series of studies (Zhang et al., 2018; Shi et al., 2021).
The link was sent to 5,921 participants, and 4,297 questionnaires
have been submitted successfully. Our final sample selection
strictly adheres to exclusion criteria for data management and
quality control. Finally, we collected 3,511 valid questionnaires
with an effective rate of 81.7%, excluding incomplete answers,
failed the quality control questions (such as how carefully
you filled out the questionnaire) and questionnaires that
took <8 min to answer (the minimum answering time was
8 min in the preliminary investigation). The inclusion criteria
required the participants to be students at a medical college
and to voluntarily and truthfully cooperate with the online
questionnaire survey. The specific data acquisition process is
showed in Figure 1.

Study Instruments
A self-administered questionnaire consisting of demographic
characteristics, achievement goal orientations, academic
performance, and academic well-being was used, based on the
objectives of this study.

Demographic Characteristics
Information on five demographic characteristics was collected
from a self-designed questionnaire— sex, students’ provenience,

1http://www.wenjuan.com/

FIGURE 1 | Flowchart of data acquisition.
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year of study, experience of leadership cadre, and family income.
Students’ provenience was divided into two categories: “rural”
and “urban.” The year of study was collected as a continuous
variable, from 1 to 5. The leadership experience was divided into
“student leaders” and “ordinary students.” Options for family
income included “≤U5,000,” “U5,001–U10,000,” “U10,001–
U20,000,” and “≥U20,001.”

Achievement Goal Orientations
Achievement goal orientations were measured using the Chinese
version of the Survey of Achievement Goal Orientations (SAGO;
Elliot and Harackiewicz, 1996), which was translated by Wang
et al. (Yanfei et al., 2011). The SAGO-13 consists of 13 items
and three dimensions— mastery goals (four items), performance-
approach goals (six items), and performance-avoidance goals
(three items). Each item was scaled from 1 = completely
inconsistent to 5 = fully consistent. In this study, the achievement
goal orientation score was calculated by summing up the related
questions ranging from 1 to 13. Higher values indicated higher
levels of achievement goal orientation. Its reliability and validity
have been tested among Chinese students by Wang (Dan, 2018).
In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of the SAGO-13
were 0.752 (mastery goals), 0.864 (performance-approach goals),
and 0.507 (performance-avoidance goals).

Academic Performance
The measurement of academic performance refers to the
dimension of academic performance in the academic
achievement scale developed by Wang et al. (Yanfei et al.,
2011) which includes Chinese characteristics. The scale consists
of four items— moral education, intellectual education, sports,
and synthesis. The response format is a five-point Likert scale,
ranging from 1 = downstream level to 5 = upstream level,
where higher scores indicate higher academic performance. The
Cronbach’s alpha for the scale used in this study was 0.874.

Academic Well-Being
The term of well-being is commonly used but inconsistently
defined in varied studies (Pollard and Lee, 2003). There are
differences in the measurement dimensions of well-being among
cross cultural backgrounds and characteristic subjects. The
measurement of well-being is relatively diverse (Kim et al.,
2016; Schütz et al., 2018; Strelhow et al., 2020). Combining the
characteristics of academic well-being among medical students,
we considered that a single item of subjective well-being cannot
fully reflect the overall well-being of medical students. Thus,
considering important aspects of the group characteristics among
Chinese medical students, we included three items— sleep
quality, academic stress, and learning adaptability, representing
the physical, psychological, and social dimensions. The items
were measured using a 10-point Likert-type scale, ranging from
very poor to perfect. Previous studies have shown that the single
item scales of academic stress (Azila-Gbettor et al., 2015), sleep
quality (Werneck et al., 2020), subjective well-being (Ashenfelter
and Rouse, 1998), and learning adaptability (Tjin et al., 2018) have
consistent reliability and validity.

Data Analysis
The participants’ demographic standardized regression
coefficients were expressed by (β) and (P) in each step of
the regression model. The characteristics were reported as
sample information. Pearson’s correlation coefficients were
calculated to estimate the correlations between achievement goal
orientations, academic performance, and academic well-being.
Descriptive statistics of the demographic and achievement goal
orientations were indicated using the mean, standard deviation
(SD), number (N), and percentage (%). Study variables were
compared between sex groups, student source groups, year
of study groups, experience of leadership cadres, and family
monthly income groups by one-way ANOVA analyses. When the
one-way ANOVAs were found to be significant, least-significant-
difference tests (LSDs) were conducted for multiple comparisons.
A multiple linear regression analysis was performed to examine
the relationships between the variables. The Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient was used to measure the reliability of the measuring
tools that we used. All the statistical analyses were performed
using the IBM SPSS Statistics 22.0, and a two-tailed P < 0.05 was
considered statistically significant.

RESULTS

Demographic Characteristics of
Participants
The demographic characteristics of the participants included
sex, provenience, year of study, experience of leadership cadre,
and family monthly income. The percentage of participants who
were female, urban, and student leaders were 66.0, 54.1, and
35.5%, respectively. Participants’ years of study were 1 (30.8%),
2 (28.5%), 3 (22.7%), 4 (6.7%), and 5 (11.3%). The family
monthly income levels of 41.8% of the participants were below
U5,000, 48.5% had this level between U5,001–U10,000, 9.0% had
between U10,001–U20,000, and 0.7% had a family income level
above U20,001.

The Score of Achievement Goal
Orientations Among Medical Students
The results indicated that the achievement goal orientations
(M = 3.57, SD = 0.58) among medical students were at middle
level. Other scores of achievement goal orientations, from highest
to lowest included mastery goals (M = 3.85, SD = 0.66),
performance-avoidance goals (M = 3.48, SD = 0.74), and
performance-approach goals (M = 3.42, SD = 0.80), as presented
in Table 1.

TABLE 1 | The Means, standard deviations (SD) score of achievement goal
orientations among medical students (n = 3511).

Variable M ± SD Min-Max

Achievement goal orientations 3.57 ± 0.58 1–5

Mastery goals 3.85 ± 0.66 1–5

Performance-approach goals 3.42 ± 0.80 1–5

Performance- avoidance goals 3.48 ± 0.74 1–5
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The Difference Between Participants’
Characteristics and Multiple Variables
Scores
There was a significant difference in the scores on achievement
goal orientations depending on students’ demographics,
including sex, year of study, experience of leadership cadre,
and family income. A further pairwise comparison using the
LSD method showed significantly different scores for mastery
goals, performance-approach goals, performance-avoidance
goals, and achievement goal orientations in year of study and
family monthly income among medical students. The descriptive
association between respondents’ characteristics and mastery
goals, performance-approach goals, performance-avoidance
goals, and achievement goal orientation scores can be seen in
Table 2.

Multiple Linear Regression Analysis
Models
All the variables were significantly correlated with each
other. Achievement goal orientations were positively related to
academic performance (r = 0.312, P < 0.01) and academic

well-being (r = 0.147, P < 0.01). Therefore, a multiple linear
regression analysis was performed to evaluate the influence
of academic performance and well-being on the achievement
goal orientations of medical students after eliminating the
effects of the demographic variables. The results showed that
mastery goals of medical students were positively associated
with their academic performance (β = 0.199, P < 0.01),
subjective learning adaptability (β = 0.261, P < 0.01), subjective
sleep quality (β = 0.090, P < 0.01), and subjective well-
being (β = 0.178, P < 0.01), and negatively related to their
subjective academic stress (β = −0.120, P < 0.01). The
performance-approach goals were positively correlated with
academic performance (β = 0.267, P < 0.01) and subjective
academic stress (β = 0.118, P < 0.01), and negatively associated
with their subjective learning adaptability (β = −0.040, P < 0.05).
The performance-avoidance goals were positively related to
students’ subjective academic stress (β = 0.107, P < 0.01),
and negatively correlated with their academic performance
(β = −0.148, P < 0.01), subjective learning adaptability
(β = −0.057, P < 0.01), subjective sleep quality (β = −0.051,
P < 0.01), and subjective well-being (β = −0.051, P < 0.01), as
shown in Table 3.

TABLE 2 | One-way ANOVO analysis of mastery goals, performance-approach goals, performance- avoidance goals, and achievement goal orientations of medical
students (n = 3511).

Variable n % Mastery goals
M±SD

Performance-
approach goals
M±SD

Performance-
avoidance goals
M±SD

Achievement goal
orientations
M±SD

Sex Male 1,194 34.0 3.90 ± 0.69 3.46 ± 0.83 3.47 ± 0.79 3.60 ± 0.62

Female 2,317 66.0 3.82 ± 0.65 3.40 ± 0.78 3.49 ± 0.71 3.55 ± 0.56

t 3.476 2.072 -0.803 2.290

P 0.001 0.038 0.422 0.022

Student source Rural 1,612 45.9 3.84 ± 0.64 3.41 ± 0.77 3.48 ± 0.73 3.56 ± 0.57

Urban 1,899 54.1 3.85 ± 0.68 3.43 ± 0.82 3.48 ± 0.75 3.57 ± 0.60

t -0.290 -0.503 -0.314 -0.512

P 0.772 0.615 0.753 0.609

Year of study ÀOne 1,082 30.8 3.90 ± 0.64 3.53 ± 0.73 3.60 ± 0.70 3.66 ± 0.54

ÁTwo 1,001 28.5 3.86 ± 0.67 3.44 ± 0.82 3.45 ± 0.75 3.57 ± 0.59

ÂThree 796 22.7 3.77 ± 0.69 3.30 ± 0.83 3.40 ± 0.76 3.47 ± 0.61

ÃFour 235 6.7 3.81 ± 0.69 3.34 ± 0.80 3.35 ± 0.75 3.49 ± 0.59

ÄFive 397 11.3 3.85 ± 0.63 3.36 ± 0.81 3.48 ± 0.73 3.54 ± 0.57

F 4.848 11.331 11.536 14.549

P 0.001 0 0 0

LSD À>Á>Â À>Á>Â, À>Ã,
À>Ä

À>Ä>Ã, À>Á,
À>Â

À>Á>Â, À>Ã,
À>Ä, Ä>Â

Experience of leadership cadre Student leaders 1,245 35.5 3.94 ± 0.65 3.59 ± 0.77 3.46 ± 0.77 3.67 ± 0.59

Ordinary students 2,266 64.5 3.80 ± 0.66 3.33 ± 0.79 3.49 ± 0.73 3.51 ± 0.57

t 6.196 9.179 -1.438 7.527

P 0 0 0.150 0

Family income (RMB) À = 5,000 1,468 41.8 3.83 ± 0.65 3.39 ± 0.79 3.49 ± 0.74 3.55 ± 0.58

Á5,001–10,000 1,701 48.5 3.84 ± 0.66 3.43 ± 0.79 3.47 ± 0.74 3.57 ± 0.57

Â10,001–20,000 316 9.0 3.94 ± 0.71 3.50 ± 0.85 3.49 ± 0.76 3.63 ± 0.65

Ã = 20,001 26 0.7 4.11 ± 0.73 3.81 ± 0.88 3.51 ± 0.83 3.83 ± 0.65

F 3.928 4.268 0.179 3.822

P 0.008 0.005 0.911 0.010

LSD Ã>À, Â>À, Ã>Á,
Â>Á

Ã>À, Â>À, Ã>Á Ã>À, Â>À, Ã>Á
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TABLE 3 | Regression analysis of achievement goal orientations to academic performance and academic well- being among medical students.

Variable Academic performance Academic well-being

Subjective academic
stress

Subjective learning
adaptability

Subjective sleep quality Subjective well-being

Control variables

Sex 0.070 −0.083 −0.002 0.096 0.056

Year of study 0.050 0.206 0.043 −0.002 −0.041

Student source −0.017 0.013 0.017 0.045 0.019

Experience of leadership cadre −0.186 −0.037 −0.107 −0.008 −0.046

Family income 0.032 −0.044 0.034 0.088 0.030

Predictor variables

Mastery goals 0.199** −0.120** 0.261** 0.090** 0.178**

Performance-approach goals 0.267** 0.118** −0.040∗ −0.004 −0.030

Performance- avoidance goals −0.148** 0.107** −0.057** −0.051** −0.051**

F 112.529** 37.752** 38.654** 13.130** 17.446**

R2 0.204** 0.079** 0.081** 0.029** 0.038**

1R2 0.138** 0.033** 0.060** 0.009** 0.029**

Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

DISCUSSION

Current Status of Achievement Goal
Orientations Among Medical Students
This study investigated the status of achievement goal
orientations among Chinese medical students. Our
results showed that the mean score of achievement goal
orientations among the participating medical students was
3.57 ± 0.58 (mean ± SD). The mastery goal score was
the highest and the performance-approach goal score was
the lowest. The findings suggested that the achievement
goal orientations of Chinese medical students were at
a middle level, which was consistent with the scores
reported by Niu (Weina, 2019), and should be of great
concern. In fact, due to the particularities of the medical
discipline, medical students tend to enhance their ability
improvement (Xue et al., 2018). Moreover, medical students’
mistakes occurring during clinical practice might threaten
patients’ safety and health, therefore, avoiding failure has
become a common achievement goal orientation among
medical students.

The Difference in Achievement Goal
Orientations Across Various
Socio-Demographic Factors
Among demographic factors, sex, year of study, experience
of leadership cadre, and family income were found to have
an impact on the achievement goal orientations of medical
students. There are differences in the social roles between
men and women, as men are more affected by perceived
social pressure. Moreover, to maintain their self-realization
and independence (Hui et al., 2018; Xiaozhou et al., 2019),
men are likely to show positive goal orientations. Furthermore,
compared with students from other disciplines or the general

population, medical students have higher admission scores for
comprehensive quality and study enthusiasm before joining a
medical university, which might contribute to the higher scores
of achievement goal orientations. After entering the second
university year, medical students have gradually adapted to
university life. They pursue comprehensive ability development
rather than a single achievement goal orientation during this
learning stage. Once they encounter the internship stage in
the third year, medical students face the requirements of heavy
clinical skill operations and increased learning tasks. A learning
environment with excessive stress and workload is likely to lead to
negative emotions, which may decrease the level of mastery and
performance-approach goals, and can even impair their mental
health. Medical students in the fifth year experience various
types of conflict stress resulting from the postgraduate entrance
examination, medical practitioners examination, career choices,
and graduating practices. During this stage, they tend to avoid
failure in the examinations mentioned and make more efforts to
learn, thus the performance-avoidance goals slightly increase. In
fact, medical school teachers should provide different learning
strategies for students of different sexes and years of study.
As a previous study presented (Xue, 2019), medical students
serving as leadership cadres need to organize daily activities,
and they have higher abilities, responsibility, confidence, and
willpower. Therefore, when facing difficulties and setbacks, they
have higher endurance and resilience levels (Yanfei et al., 2011).
Administrators should provide more opportunities for medical
students to obtain the experience of leadership cadres, thereby
helping more medical students to establish positive goals (King
and Mendoza, 2020). In addition, medical students with low
family income may experience more stress and anxiety in
their studies and their lives. It is inevitable that their learning
process is hindered by insufficient investment; thus, the scores
of mastery and performance-approach goals are correspondingly
lower. Medical students with family economic difficulties should
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be provided additional economic and psychological support.
Understanding the demographic factors of achievement goal
orientation provides a comprehensive model for interventions
and policies aimed to improve the achievement goal orientations
of medical students.

The Association Between Achievement
Goal Orientations and Academic
Performance Among Medical Students
The results also revealed that medical students’ mastery and
performance-approach goals were positively associated with
academic performance, while performance-avoidance goals
were negatively related to academic performance, similarly
to the findings of a previous study on university students
in the United States (Alhadabi and Karpinski, 2019). As
previous studies presented, medical students with mastery goals
exhibit positive self-perception and adaptive behaviors (such as
enthusiasm, persistence, interest, and effective learning strategies;
Giota, 2006; Chan et al., 2012; King et al., 2012); thus, excellent
academic performance can be achieved by them. According to
the matching hypothesis proposed by Harackiewicz and Sansone
(1991), goal effects depend on the general context in which
goals are pursued (Barron and Harackiewicz, 2001). Parents and
teachers who pay excessive attention to educational outcomes, in
the Chinese context, might stimulate an increase in performance-
approach goals and increase students’ motivation to achieve
higher performance levels. Medical students with a performance-
approach goal orientation tend to focus on how to achieve better
outcomes. This type of goal often allows the acquisition of skills
in order to try to outdo others, to prove ability and superiority,
and to pursue tasks with the intent of gaining a positive
evaluation from others. Therefore, students with performance-
approach goals may have a good academic performance.
Some scholars have confirmed that performance-avoidance
goals are positively associated with heavy burnout, negative
learning attitudes, and low learning enthusiasm (Tuominen-
Soini et al., 2012). Medical students with performance-avoidance
goals also showed the most unsuitable pattern in academic
performance and lower participation in university activities
(Tuominen-Soini et al., 2008, 2012; Francisco et al., 2016).
Moreover, medical students with avoidance tendencies exhibit
negative self-perceptions and attitudes, effort withdrawal, and
self-handicapping (SkaalviK, 1997). Thus, it can be said that
students with performance-avoidance goals tend to have worse
academic performance levels (Tapola and Niemivirta, 2008).
As a result, mastery and performance-approach goals should
be nurtured to improve the academic performance of medical
students. However, there is a study showed that the COVID-
2019 pandemic blockade has affected academic performance
with varying degrees (Mahdy, 2020). But there is no relevant
research on achievement goal orientations in this period. It
is not possible to rule out whether the students’ status of
achievement goal orientations were influenced by their academic
performance. Therefore, to foster positive achievement goal
orientations in medical students, it is important to enhance
their academic performance through problem-based learning,

case-based learning, self-directed learning, and conducting
continuous assessments (Barkur et al., 2013).

The Association Between Achievement
Goal Orientations and Academic
Well-Being Among Medical Students
In this study, medical students’ mastery goals were negatively
associated with academic stress and positively related to
learning adaptability, sleep quality, and subjective well-being.
Surprisingly, medical students with performance-approach
goals were positively correlated with academic stress and
negatively associated with learning adaptability. Medical
students’ performance-avoidance goals were positively correlated
with academic stress and negatively related to learning
adaptability, sleep quality, and subjective well-being. These
results were inconsistent with a previous study on adolescents
in public middle schools in China (Tian et al., 2017), but were
similarly to the findings of a previous study on students in
compulsory school and upper-secondary school in Swedish
(Bergh and Giota, 2020). The reasons for these discrepancies may
be the differences in cultural backgrounds and research objects.
In China, teachers and parents attached great importance to the
education of students (Liu and Tein, 2005). Compared with other
types of students, medical students are faced with more learning
tasks (Jiali et al., 2019; Lew et al., 2019). Medical students with
mastery goals have positive self-perceptions and participation
consciousness (Tuominen-Soini et al., 2008, 2012; Gonçalves
et al., 2017; Tuominen et al., 2020). Moreover, mastery goals are
correlated with various positive and adaptive patterns of coping
and affect (Daniels et al., 2008). Therefore, these students may
experience less academic stress while having higher learning
adaptability, sleep quality, and subjective well-being; however,
medical students with performance-approach goals may pay too
much attention to the goal and experience negative emotions
such as anxiety, pressure, fear, and burnout (Tuominen-Soini
et al., 2011; Zhang et al., 2016). This may lead to academic
stress and a decline in learning adaptability. Those who adopt
performance-avoidance goals are often correlated with negative
emotional experiences and maladaptive outcomes such as stress,
anxiety, hopelessness, and shame (SideridiS, 2005; Pekrun et al.,
2006; Tapola and Niemivirta, 2008; Tuominen-Soini et al.,
2008, 2012; Luo et al., 2011; Francisco et al., 2016). Hence,
their academic stress is high, while the learning adaptability,
sleep quality, and subjective well-being are low. It is likely that
medical students with performance-approach goals who are
exceedingly concerned with surpassing others and succeeding
in school present negative cognition and emotion when faced
with study difficulties, which might pose a further threat to
academic well-being (Grant and Dweck, 2003). Medical students
with performance-approach goals obtained better academic
results more easily, even with a low level of academic well-
being. Unfortunately, studies have shown that the pandemic
of COVID-2019 had a significant impact on well-being among
students (Li et al., 2020; Marques et al., 2021). But there is
no relevant research on achievement goal orientations in this
period. It is not possible to rule out whether they have a specific
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achievement goal orientation due to their status of academic well-
being. In addition to caring for the academic performance of
medical students, more attention needs to be paid to academic
well-being. The significant association between mastery goals
and academic well-being should be taken into consideration
when formulating solutions to increase the latter. Therefore,
we should create a harmonious competitive environment for
medical students to improve their academic well-being and
performance by boosting positive achievement goal orientations
(Eccles and Midgley, 1989).

LIMITATIONS

Although there are valuable discoveries, the present study has
several limitations. First, a convenient sample was used as we
recruited participants from four regions in the same province
in China, which is very small compared to the Chinese medical
student population and may limit the generalizability of the
findings for other regions. Second, its cross-sectional nature
prevented the establishment of a causal relationship between
the variables. Therefore, an important suggestion is that similar
longitudinal studies should be conducted in the future. Third, the
choice to measure academic stress, learning adaptability, sleep
quality, and subjective well-being using single items weakens
the assessment and shortens the validity of the measurement
tools. Besides, although a series of quality control measures were
taken when we collected the data, the unsure deviations may
exist caused by the online cross-sectional survey. Therefore, a
rigorous sampling technique and a larger sample size are needed
for a future study.

CONCLUSION

In summary, this study found that the achievement goal
orientations of Chinese medical students are at a middle
level. Mastery goals are positively associated with academic
performance and well-being. Chinese medical students
with performance-approach goals were positively related to
academic performance and negatively correlated with academic
well-being. Those with performance-avoidance goals were
negatively associated with academic performance and well-
being. Accordingly, medical students should be encouraged
to achieve their mastery goals. In addition, medical students
should be provided with more psychological and social support

and be helped throughout their learning careers. Lastly,
academic well-being interventions should be carried out to
enhance the achievement goal orientations of the Chinese
medical students.
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