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Abstract 

People vary in the extent to which they prefer cooperative, competitive or 

individualistic achievement tasks. In the present research, we conducted two studies designed 

to investigate correlates and possible roots of these social interdependence orientations, 

namely approach and avoidance temperament, general self-efficacy, implicit theories of 

intelligence, and contingencies of self-worth based in others’ approval, competition, and 

academic competence. The results indicated that approach temperament, general self-

efficacy, and incremental theory were positively, and entity theory was negatively related to 

cooperative preferences (|r| range  from .11 to .41); approach temperament, general self-

efficacy, competition contingencies, and academic competence contingencies were positively 

related to competitive preferences (|r| range  from .16 to .46); and avoidance temperament, 

entity theory, competitive contingencies, and academic competence contingencies were 

positively related, and incremental theory was negatively related to individualistic 

preferences (|r| range  from .09 to .15). The findings are discussed with regard to the meaning 

of each of the three social interdependence orientations, cultural differences among the 

observed relations, and implications for practicioners.  

 

 

Keywords: social interdependence, coopertive, competitive, individualistic, achievement 

motivation 
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Temperament and self-based correlates of cooperative, competitive and individualistic 

learning preferences 

1. Introduction 

How people approach achievement tasks is important to schools, teams, and 

organizations. In many achievement domains, complex tasks are carried out and the 

outcomes of one individual’s actions influence those of others, leading to social 

interdependence. Social interdependence can be positive, leading to cooperation, or negative, 

leading to competition; when social interdependence is low, work occurs individually 

(Deutsch, 1949; Johnson & Johnson, 2005). Most researchers agree that cooperation is 

beneficial and adaptive, but there is considerable debate as to the merits and demerits of 

competition and individualism (Johnson & Norem-Hebeisen, 1979; Murayama & Elliot, 

2012). All would agree, however, that each is prevalent in achievement contexts, and that 

each is an important area of study. 

Whether individuals cooperate, compete, or work independently in a group setting, 

depends on individual differences, as well as the structure of the situation (Deutsch, 1949; 

Johnson & Johnson, 2005). To acquire a clear understanding of cooperative, competitive and 

individualistic preferences, it is important to consider the correlates of these orientations. The 

present research was designed to examine links between temperament and self-based 

variables (self-efficacy, implicit theories of a self-relevant attribute [intelligence], self-worth 

contingencies) and these social interdependence orientations. Specifically, we conducted two 

studies, the first in Saudi Arabia and the second in the U. S., and examined the associations 

among these focal variables. Linking cooperative, competitive, and individualistic 

preferences to personality and the self in this way promises to afford a deeper and richer 

understanding of these important social interdependence constructs.  
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1.1 Correlates of Cooperative, Competitive, and Individualistic Preferences    

Below we define the three focal social interdependence orientations, and note their 

known relevant correlates.  

 Cooperative preferences denote a desire for group work and a willingness to help 

others (Johnson & Norem-Hebeisen, 1979). Cooperative preferences are endorsed by most 

students (Choi, Johnson, & Johnson, 2011b), and for good reason: in cooperative (vs. 

competitive) groups individuals are more supportive of one-another and often perform better 

(Johnson & Johnson, 2005). Cooperativeness correlates positively with pro-sociality (Choi, 

Johnson, & Johnson, 2011a), extraversion, openness to experience, and agreeableness, (Ross, 

Rausch, & Canada, 2003). Highly cooperative individuals tend to be well-adjusted: they find 

it easy to share their feelings and show their “true self” in social settings, their self-

descriptions are positive, and they are satisfied with themselves and their direction in life 

(Norem-Hebeisen & Johnson, 1981). Negative associations have been found between 

cooperativeness and harm-intended aggression (Choi et al., 2011a) and the anger-hostility, 

depression, and vulnerability facets of neuroticism (Ross et al., 2003).  

Competitive preferences characterize individuals who compare themselves with, and 

like to perform better than others (Johnson & Norem-Hebeisen, 1979). Competitiveness is 

sometimes positively related to self-esteem and efficacy (Tjosvold, XueHuang, Johnson, & 

Johnson, 2008), and sometimes unrelated (Norem-Hebeisen & Johnson, 1981). These 

different associations may be a function of the link between competitiveness and conditional 

self-acceptance: whether competitive individuals feel good about themselves or not hinges on 

how well they perform in comparison to others (Norem-Hebeisen & Johnson, 1981). 

Competitiveness is positively correlated with performance-based goals (Murayama & Elliot, 

2012), deep learning strategies (King, McInerney, & Watkins, 2012), dominance (Choi et al., 

2011b), and several facets of extraversion (gregariousness, assertiveness, activity level, and 
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excitement seeking; Fletcher & Nusbaum, 2008). On the other hand, competitiveness is 

negatively related to several facets of agreeableness (morality, altruism, cooperation, 

modesty, and sympathy; Fletcher & Nusbaum, 2008), and positively related to harm-intended 

aggression (Choi et al., 2011b), suggesting that benefits of competitiveness may come with 

costs in terms of social relations. 

People with individualistic preferences like to work on their own, and claim to 

perform better when working alone (Johnson & Norem-Hebeisen, 1979). Individualism can 

be isolating, and lead to missed opportunities for social support (Rebus et al., 2005). On the 

other hand, individualism can foster the ability to think independently and creatively and, in 

group work, promote engagement in constructive controversy (Tjosvold et al., 2008). 

Individualism is negatively related to self-esteem and a sense of satisfaction with one’s life 

direction (Norem-Hebeisen & Johnson, 1981), and is positively related to self-criticism (Choi 

et al., 2011b).  

In the present research, we extend the existing nomological network of social 

interdependence orientations to include other important variables that influence individuals’ 

self-regulation and behavior in achievement contexts: approach and avoidance temperament 

(Elliot & Thrash, 2010), and self-based variables, namely, general self-efficacy (Chen, Gully, 

& Eden, 2001), implicit theories of intelligence (Dweck, 1999), and self-worth contingencies 

(Crocker, Luhtanen, Cooper, & Bouvrette, 2003). In focusing on this set of variables, we aim 

to acquire a deeper and broader understanding of cooperative, competitive, and 

individualistic preferences.   

2 Approach and Avoidance Temperament 

Approach and avoidance temperament are two basic personality dispositions that 

represent motivational sensitivities to positive (i.e., reward) or negative (i.e., punishment) 

stimuli, respectively. Conceptually related to other basic affective personality dimensions 
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(e.g., the BIS/BAS; Amodio, Master, Yee, & Taylor, 2008), the approach avoidance 

temperament is thought to represent neurobiologically-based, dispositional properties of the 

mind. Approach (avoidance) temperament is accompanied by a perceptual vigilance for, an 

affective reactivity to, and a behavioral predisposition toward positive (negative) stimuli 

(Elliot & Thrash, 2010). Social connection is intrinsically valued and rewarding, therefore 

approach temperament is likely to be positively related to cooperative preferences. Winning 

competitions is societally (and perhaps even intrinsically) valued and rewarding, therefore 

approach temperament is likely to be positively related to competitive preferences (for related 

research, see Elliot & Thrash, 2010; cf. Lochbaum, 2014; Yeatts & Lochbaum, 2013). 

Norem-Hebeisen & Johnson (1979) suggested that individualistic preferences may be linked 

to social anxiety and avoidance; accordingly, avoidance temperament may be positively 

related to individualistic preferences.  

3 Self-efficacy, Implicit Theories of Intelligence, and Self-worth Contingencies 

Self-perceptions and beliefs, as well as core dispositions, are important predictors of 

people’s preferences and tendencies in achievement settings (Dweck, 1999). General Self-

efficacy represents an individual’s conviction that he or she is able to perform in a skillful 

and competent way across a variety of situations (Chen et al., 2001). High self-efficacy has 

been linked to high levels of optimism, hope, and prosocial tendencies (Caprara & Steca, 

2005), thus self-efficacy is likely to be positively related to cooperative preferences and 

negatively related to individualistic preferences. Self-efficacy could be positively or 

negatively related to competitive preferences, depending on whether the optimism and hope 

that it fosters, or the prosocial tendency that it engenders, prevails.  

People not only vary in their perceptions of their skills and abilities, they also vary in 

the theories that they hold regarding the malleability of these self-relevant attributes. An 

incremental theory of ability represents a belief that characteristics such as intelligence can 
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change over time with effort and persistence, whereas an entity theory of ability is the 

opposite belief – that characteristics such as intelligence are fixed by nature and immutable 

(Dweck, 1999). Incremental theory, like general self-efficacy, represents a resource that 

produces optimism and hope (Dweck, 1999), and has been linked to constructive behavior in 

conflict situations (Kammrath & Dweck, 2006). Thus, much like self-efficacy, incremental 

theory is likely to be positively related to cooperative preferences and negatively related to 

individualistic preferences. Relations for competitive preferences are, again, more difficult to 

predict. Incremental theory may be positively related to competitive preferences if the 

optimism and hope that it brings generalize across all types of achievement situations, but it 

may be negatively related if the intrapersonal growth tendency that it engenders is a poor fit 

to the interpersonal, zero-sum focus of competitiveness. Entity theory is, in many respects, 

the antithesis of incremental theory, thus relations with entity theory may be (tentatively) 

expected to be the reciprocal of those for incremental theory.  

In addition to self-efficacy and implicit theories of intelligence, self-worth 

contingencies are also important predictors of how people orient to achievement settings 

(Crocker et al., 2003). Self-worth contingencies are the standards that individuals must satisfy 

in order to have high self-esteem, and these standards may emerge from several different 

sources. The domains most relevant to the achievement domain are the approval of others, 

competition, and academic competence. Prior research has linked contingent self-worth (in 

general) to competitive preferences (Norem-Hebeisen & Johnson, 1981), but the specific 

source(s) of this contingency is not known and will be explored herein. Prior research has 

also found no relation between contingent self-worth (in general) and both cooperative and 

individualistic preferences (Norem-Hebeisen & Johnson, 1981); it remains possible, 

however, that some specific types of contingencies are related to these orientations. For 

example, the approval of others may be negatively related to cooperative preferences, 
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because such preferences are associated with trust and open communication (Johnson & 

Johnson, 1979) and likely to be unfettered by concerns about others’ evaluation. 

4 The Present Research 

In the present research, we conducted two correlational studies to examine relations 

between the aforementioned temperament and self-based constructs and social 

interdependence orientations. Study 1 focused on links between approach and avoidance 

temperament, on one hand, and cooperative, competitive, and individualistic preferences on 

the other. Study 2 included the same variables used in Study 1, but also focused on links 

between general self-efficacy, implicit theories of intelligence, and self-worth contingencies, 

on one hand, and the three social interdependence orientations on the other. Together, these 

studies should provide clarity on the nomological nework of cooperative, competitive, and 

individualistic preferences.  

5 Study 1 

5.1 Method 

5.1.1 Participants and Procedure 

539 female undergraduates in psychology classes in Saudi Arabia participated for 

extra course credit. The mean age of participants was 22.5 years old (range = 18-47). All 

questionnaires were translated from English to Arabic (including back translation). 

Participants completed the questionnaires online during the first month of the semester. 

The data for this and the following study were collected as part of larger projects on 

motivation and personality; portions of the data from these larger projects have been 

published in previous articles  (for Study 1: Elliot et al., 2014, Study 2a; for Study 2: Elliot et 

al., 2014; Study 2b; Weideman, Tracy, & Elliot, 2014, Study 4). In both studies, no 

manipulations and no data exclusions were used, and all variables that were analyzed were 

reported. Sample sizes represent the maximum number of participants that could be recruited 
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during the predetermined period of data collection. 

5.1.2 Measures (see Table 1 for descriptive statistics and reliabilities) 

Approach and Avoidance Temperament. Elliot and Thrash’s (2010) Approach-

avoidance Temperament Questionnaire (ATQ) was used to assess participants’ temperament. 

In the measure, six items assess approach temperament (e.g., “Thinking about the things I 

want really energizes me”) and six items assess avoidance temperament (e.g., “I react very 

strongly to bad experiences”). Participants responded on a 1 (not at all true of me) to 5 

(extremely true of me) scale. Avoidance and approach temperament were positively 

correlated (r = .35, p < .001). 

Social Interdependence Orientations. Johnson and Norem-Hebeisen’s (1979) Social 

Interdependence Scales (SIS) were used to assess participants’ cooperative, competitive, and 

individualistic preferences. In the measures, seven items assess cooperative interdependence 

(e.g., “It is a good idea for students to help each other learn”), eight items assess competitive 

interdependence (“I like to be the best student in the class”), and seven items assess 

individualistic interdependence (“I would rather work on school work alone than with other 

students”). Participants responded on a 1 (not at all true of me) to 5 (extremely true of me) 

scale. Cooperative and competitive preferences were positively correlated (r = .37, p < .001); 

individualistic preference was associated negatively with cooperative preference (r = -.47, p 

< .001), and was unrelated to competitive preference (r = .03, p = .56). 

5.2 Results and Discussion 

Pearson Product Moment Correlations are presented in Table 1 (all p values are from 

two-tailed tests). Approach temperament was positively related to both cooperative (r = .36, p 

< .001) and competitive (r = .38, p < .001) preferences, but was unrelated to individualistic 

preferences (r = .07, p < .095). Avoidance temperament was positively related to all three 

preferences: cooperative (r = .11, p = .012), competitive (r = .16, p < .001), and 
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individualistic (r = .09, p = .042).  

Given that both approach and avoidance temperament positively predicted
1
 

cooperative and competitive preferences, we conducted an additional test for differences 

between dependent correlations in each instance. The results revealed that the relation 

between approach temperament and cooperative preferences was significantly higher than 

that between avoidance temperament and cooperative preferences (t = 5.41, p < .001); 

likewise, the relation between approach temperament and competitive preferences was 

significantly higher than that between avoidance temperament and competitive preferences (t 

= 4.80, p < .001). This suggests that cooperative and competitive preferences were most 

strongly associated with approach motivation. 

In Study 2 we investigated the same relations investigated in Study 1, only with a 

sample from the U.S. rather than Saudi Arabia. In addition, we extended the focus to self-

based variables -- general self-efficacy, implicit theories of intelligence, and self-worth 

contingencies.  

6 Study 2 

6.1 Method 

6.1.1 Participants and Procedure 

403 undergraduates (65% female) in a psychology class in the U.S. participated for 

extra course credit. The mean age of participants was 19.4 (range = 17-32). Participants 

completed the questionnaires online: they completed the temperament questionnaire during 

the first week of the semester, they completed the general self-efficacy and self-worth 

contingency questionnaires approximately five days later, and they completed the implicit 

theories and social interdependence questionnaires approximately two additional days later.   

6.1.2 Measures (see Table 1 for descriptive statistics and reliabilities) 
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Approach and Avoidance Temperament. The ATQ (Elliot & Thrash, 2010) used in 

Study 1 was used to assess participants’ temperament. Participants responded on a 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale. Avoidance and approach temperament were 

uncorrelated (r = .02, p = .73). 

Self-efficacy. Chen et al.’s (Chen et al., 2001) eight item measure was used to assess 

individuals’ general self-efficacy (e.g., “Compared to other people, I can do most tasks very 

well”). Participants responded on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale. 

Implicit Theories of Intelligence. Dweck’s (Dweck, 1999) measure was used to assess 

participants’ incremental and entity theories of intelligence. In the measure, four items assess 

incremental beliefs (e.g., “No matter who you are, you can significantly change your 

intelligence level”) and four items assess entity beliefs (e.g., “To be honest, you can’t really 

change how intelligent you are”). Participants responded on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 

(strongly agree). There was a strong negative correlation of entity and incremental beliefs (r 

= -.80, p < .001) 

Self-worth Contingencies. Crocker et al.’s Self-Worth Contingencies measure 

(Crocker et al., 2003) was used to assess participants’ contingencies regarding others’ 

approval (five items, e.g., “I can’t respect myself if others don’t respect me”), competition 

(five items, e.g., “Doing better than others gives me a sense of self-respect”), and academic 

competence (five items, e.g., “I feel bad about myself whenever my academic performance is 

lacking”). Participants responded on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) scale. All 

contingencies were positively correlated (others’ and competition: r = .35, p < .001; others’ 

and academic: r = .28, p < .001; competition and academic: r = .51, p < .001). 

Social Interdependence Orientations. The SIS (Johnson & Norem-Hebeisen, 1979) 

used in Study 1 were used to assess participants’ cooperative, competitive, and individualistic 

preferences. Participants responded on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) scale. 
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Cooperative and competitive preferences were uncorrelated (r = .01, p = .841); 

Individualistic preference associated negatively with cooperative preference (r = -.52, p < 

.001), and was unrelated to competitive preference (r = .07, p = .19). 

6.2 Results and Discussion 

6.2.1 Approach and Avoidance Temperament 

Pearson Product Moment Correlations are presented in Table 2 (all p values are from 

two-tailed tests). As in Study 1, approach motivation was positively related to cooperative (r 

= .41, p < .001) and competitive (r = .25, p < .001) preferences. In addition, approach 

temperament was negatively related to individualistic preferences (r = -.15, p < .003). As in 

Study 1, avoidance temperament was positively related to individualism (r = .14, p = .004); 

unlike in Study 1, avoidance temperament was not related to cooperative (r = -.09, p = .092) 

or competitive (r = .02, p < .70) preferences. Ancillary analyses testing for interactions 

between the temperament variables and sex revealed no significant findings. 

6.2.2 Self-relevant Variables 

Correlations for the self-relevant variables are also presented in Table 2. General self-

efficacy was positively related to cooperative (r = .30, p < .001) and competitive (r = .23, p < 

.001) preferences. General self-efficacy was also negatively related to individualism (r = -.10, 

p = .053). Entity theory was positively related to individualistic preferences (r = .12, p < 

.018), was negatively related to cooperative preferences (r = -.26, p < .001), and was 

unrelated to competitive preferences (r = .04, p < .39). Incremental theory was positively 

related to cooperative preferences (r = .25, p < .001), was negatively related to individualistic 

preferences (r = -.12, p = .023), and was unrelated to competitive preferences (r = .001, p = 

.98).  

With regard to self-worth contingencies, others’ approval contingencies were not 

systematically related to any of the social interdependence orientations (all rs < .07, ps > .22). 
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Competitive contingencies, on the other hand, were a positive predictor of competitive (r = 

.46, p < .001) and individualistic (r = .13, p = .012) preferences, but were unrelated to 

cooperative preferences (r = -.07, p < .17). Academic competence contingencies were a 

positive predictor of competitive (r = .17, p = .001) and individualistic (r = .10, p = .039) 

preferences, but were unrelated to cooperative preferences (r = .08, p < .14). Ancillary 

analyses testing for interactions between the self-relevant variables and sex only revealed a 

single significant relation (indicating that the null relation between academic competence 

contingencies and cooperative preferences reported above masks a significant positive 

relation for males, r = .31, p < .01, but not females, r = -.04, p < .58. 

 

7 General Discussion 

The present research was designed to acquire a better understanding of the correlates 

of cooperative, competitive, and individualistic preferences. We sought to accomplish this 

aim by linking each of these social interdependence orientations to temperament and self-

based variables that have been shown to have an important influence on achievement-

relevant self-regulation and behavior. Our two studies, the first in Saudi Arabia and the 

second in the U. S., indeed yielded several systematic relations among the focal variables. In 

general the findings indicated a positive pattern of relations for cooperative preferences, a 

negative pattern of relations for individualistic preferences, and a mixed pattern of relations 

for competitive preferences. These relations for each social interdependence variable are 

summarized in more detail in the following.  

Cooperative preferences were shown to be positively related to approach 

temperament, positively related to general self-efficacy, positively related to incremental (and 

negatively related to entity) theory, and unrelated to all three achievement-related self-worth 

contingencies. This is a very positive network of relations, as appetitive motivation, strong 
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efficacy beliefs, and a conviction that one can improve one’s ability have been linked to a 

host of beneficial outcomes such as good performance, resilience, and strong psychological 

well-being (e.g., Kammrath & Dweck, 2006). Perhaps the only way in which this pattern 

could be more positive would be if the relations with the self-worth contingencies were 

negative rather than null. In short, the present findings link cooperative preferences to a near 

optimal pattern of empirical relations . 

Individualistic preferences, on the other hand, were shown to be positively related to 

avoidance temperament, negatively related to general self-efficacy, positively related to 

entity (and negatively related to incremental) theory of ability, and positively related to 

competition and academic competence self-worth contingences. This is a very negative 

network of relations, as aversive motivation, weak efficacy beliefs, a conviction that one’s 

ability is immutable, and achievement-related contingencies have been linked to a host of 

detrimental outcomes such as poor performance, low persistence, and decrements in 

psychological well-being (e.g., Kammrath & Dweck, 2006). In short, these findings portray 

individualistic preferences in a negative light. In fact, the pattern of findings is even more 

negative for these preferences than they are positive for cooperative preferences. That stated, 

it should be noted that the association with individualistic preferences were generally weak 

(all rs ≤ |.15|), and weaker than those for the other preferences. As such, conclusions 

regarding individualistic preferences should be stated and held somewhat tentatively. 

Competitive preferences were shown to be positively related to approach 

temperament, positively related to general self-efficacy, unrelated to incremental and entity 

theories, and positively related to both competition and academic competence self-worth 

contingencies. This is a mixed pattern, positive with regard to some variables, and negative 

with regard to others. Prior research has documented that competitive preferences have mixed 

downstream implications, sometimes leading to positive outcomes and sometimes leading to 



COOPERATIVE, COMPETITIVE, AND INDIVIDUALISTIC LEARNING 

 

15 

negative outcomes; several models of competition propose that these differential patterns 

emerge, in part, because of individual differences in the way that people are motivated, self-

regulate, and perceive others (Murayama & Elliot, 2012; Tjosvold, Johnson, Johnson, & Sun, 

2006). Our findings are consistent with and add concrete empirical support for such 

proposals.  

In psychological science, research programs and entire research literatures often 

develop in relative isolation, and a critical task of contemporary researchers is the integration 

of separate lines of research. Such integration allows for a deeper, richer understanding of the 

constructs under consideration. We believe that the present research, as summarized in the 

aforementioned patterns, is a step toward this aim of integration. Specifically, the findings 

from our two studies highlight the fact that cooperative, competitive, and individualistic 

preferences do not emerge or operate in a vacuum, but instead are linked to a network of 

personality and self-relevant variables that give each preference its distinct conceptual flavor. 

In overviewing our findings and the empirical patterns for each social 

interdependence orientations, we have focused only on the results that were consistent across 

studies. A few of the temperament results were inconsistent across studies, and this warrants 

consideration. In Study 1 (but not Study 2) avoidance temperament was positively related to 

both cooperative and competitive preferences. Several possible reasons for this inconsistency 

may be considered. First, Study 1 had a much larger sample size than Study 2, so perhaps the 

differential results were due to statistical power. However, the avoidance temperament-

cooperativeness relation went in opposite directions in the two studies and the avoidance 

temperament-competitiveness relation was nonexistent (.02) in Study 2. Furthermore, even 

Study 2 has a substantial sample size, nearing 400 participants. Second, perhaps the 

differences between the two studies are due to sex, as the sample in Study 1 was strictly 

female, while the sample in Study 2 consisted of both males and females. However, this 
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explanation also seems unlikely, as the pattern of correlations for the relations in question for 

male and female participants in Study 2 were highly similar (only one sex interaction was 

observed). The third, and the most likely, explanation is that the observed inconsistency is a 

function of cultural differences (Study 1 was conducted in Saudi Arabia and Study 2 was 

conducted in the U.S.). Individuals high in avoidance motivation focus on negative 

possibilities and seek to fit into their cultural context (Elliot, Chirkov, Kim, & Sheldon, 

2014). In cross-cultural research, Saudi Arabia has been found to be high in uncertainty 

avoidance (i.e., people tend to feel uncomfortable with uncertainty and ambiguity and try to 

minimize it; Hoftstede & Minkov, 2014). Thus, for those high in avoidance temperament in 

Saudi society, both cooperative and competitive preferences may be perceived as functional, 

as cooperation allows one to minimize the uncertainty of social discord and competition 

allows one to minimize the ambiguity of one’s normative standing. 

One other finding was both inconsistent across studies and surprising: In Study 2 

(U.S. sample), approach temperament was negatively related to individualistic preferences, 

whereas in Study 1 (Saudi sample) the two variables were unrelated. This suggests that 

individualism is more problematic motivationally (i.e., not only undergirded by the presence 

of avoidance temperament, but also by the absence of approach temperament) in the U.S. 

than in Saudi Arabia, despite the cultural emphasis being more individualistic in the U.S. than 

in Saudi society (Hoftstede & Minkov, 2014). More research is needed before this puzzling 

pattern can be understood. More generally, more research on personality, motivation, and the 

self in Saudi Arabia and related countries in the region would be welcomed, as little such 

research has been conducted to date in this area (for an exception see Moskovsky, Alrabai, 

Paolini, & Ratcheva, 2013).  

Strengths of our research include the use of multiple, large samples from two different 

cultural contexts, and (in Study 2) the temporal separation of the measures used in the 
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studies. Limitations of our research include the use of self-report measures, the correlational 

nature of the work, and small sizes of some of the discussed correlations. The present 

research may be seen as a first step in understanding the important question of the correlates 

of social interdependent preferences; this research lays the groundwork for more extensive 

empirical efforts utilizing more rigorous and diverse methodological approaches. For 

example, subsequent work would do well to use biological and/or behavior as well as self-

report assessments of temperament, employ within-person as well as between-person 

designs/analyses, and extend the focus to mediational work (e.g., examining experienced 

anxiety as a process accounting for the relation between avoidance temperament and 

individualistic preferences).  

It should be noted that the approach and avoidance temperament constructs (and 

measures) used in the present work (Elliot & Thrash, 2010) share conceptual (and 

operational) space with other broad, dispositional approach and avoidance motivation 

constructs (and measures) such as behavioral activation system sensitivity, incentive 

motivation, and extraversion for approach, and behavioral inhibition system sensitive (as 

originally conceptualized), harm avoidance, and neuroticism for avoidance (Carver & White, 

1994; Cloninger, Przybeck, Syrakic, & Wetzel, 1994; Depue & Collins, 1999; Elliot & 

Thrash, 2010). Subsequent work would do well to incorporate some of these other 

temperament-relevant variables into this sort of research to determine the degree of similarity 

and difference in the links between these variables and the focal social interdependence 

orientations herein. Subsequent research would also do well to consider the similarities and 

differences between social interdependence orientations for work tasks and learning tasks per 

se. For example, are preferences for working in collaboration with others, in competition 

against others, and by oneself on a task in an office setting the same (with regard to mean 

level and links to other variables) as preferences for learning in collaboration with others, in 



COOPERATIVE, COMPETITIVE, AND INDIVIDUALISTIC LEARNING 

 

18 

competition against others, and by oneself in a school setting? Finally, additional research is 

needed to examine the psychological mechanisms responsible for the relations observed in 

our studies. 

Before closing, we think it is important to highlight that even though a preference for 

individual work has been found to be linked to a problematic temperament and self-based 

pattern, individual work is not, in and of itself, maladaptive. Working individually has both 

benefits and drawbacks. On the one hand, while working on their own people miss out on 

opportunities for social support (Rebus et al., 2005). On the other hand, individual work can 

be more productive, because it is free from group processes that undermine productivity (e.g., 

from direct conflict, Deutsch, 1949). Brainstorming researchers, for instance, recommend that 

idea generation be done in different phases, both in groups and individually (Brown & 

Paulus, 2002). Thus, it may be optimal for individuals not to eschew individual work, but 

instead to be able to flexibly switch between it and work with others, depending on the nature 

and demands of the work and achievement environment. 

In closing, social interdependence is ubiquitous in school, sports, and work, and the 

way that people orient toward others in achievement contexts has important downstream 

implications for their affective, cognitive, and behavioral outcomes. In light of this, one 

important response by practicioners is to advocate for the use of cooperative group work and 

constructive, rather than destructive, competition in achievement settings (Johnson & 

Johnson, 2005; Tjosvold et al., 2006). In addition, knowledge of the intrapersonal correlates 

of cooperative, competitive, and individualistic preferences not only helps explain why the 

observed patterns of downstream outcomes exist, but also suggests possible targets for 

intervention. Some of the variables that we focused on herein, such as approach and 

avoidance temperament, are difficult to change, and may be considered poor targets for 

intervention, but others such as implicit theories, are more amenable to change and seem 
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optimal intervention targets (Kammrath & Dweck, 2006). Interventions focused on helping 

students, athletes, and workers become more comfortable around and open to learning from 

their peers can also influence social interdependence orientations in a more direct fashion, 

and benefit downstream outcomes, accordingly. Such efforts promise to assist people to more 

effectively negotiate the broad swath of achievement situations that they will inevitably 

encounter in everyday life. 
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Table 1 

Study 1 (N = 539): Pearson Product Moment Correlation coefficients between temperament 

variables and social interdependence orientations. 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: *p < .05 (two-tailed) 

COOP = Cooperative Preferences (M = 3.50, SD = 0.70, α = .83); COMP = Competitive 

Preferences (M = 3.14, SD = 0.85, α = .86). IND = Individualistic Preferences (M = 2.63, SD 

= 0.87, α = .86). N for correlations = 536-539. 

 

 

 α M (SD) Pearson’s r 

   COOP COMP IND 

Approach Temperament .79 3.67 (0.65) .36* .38* .07 

Avoidance Temperament .73 2.80 (0.84) .11* .16* .09* 
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Table 2 

Study 2 (N = 403): Pearson Product Moment Correlation coefficients between temperament 

and self-based variables and social interdependence orientations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: *p ≤ .05 (two-tailed) 

COOP = Cooperative Preferences (M = 4.02, SD = 0.58, α = .83); COMP = Competitive 

Preferences (M = 3.19, SD = 0.76, α = .86). IND = Individualistic Preferences (M = 2.91, SD 

= 0.78, α = .89). Cont. = Contingency; Acad. = Academic. N for correlations = 389-395. 

 

 α M (SD) Pearson’s r 

   COOP COMP IND 

Approach Temperament .79 5.31 (0.85) .41* .25* -.15* 

Avoidance Temperament .79 4.31 (1.11) -.09 .02 .14* 

General Self-efficacy .91 3.93 (0.63) .30* .23* -.10* 

Incremental Theory .90 3.21 (0.93) .25* .00 -.12* 

Entity Theory .91 2.67 (0.98) -.26* .04 .12* 

Others’ Approval Cont. .82 4.15 (1.23) .00 .06 .01 

Competition Cont. .81 5.16 (0.96) -.07 .46* .13* 

Acad. Competence Cont. .79 5.38 (0.92) .08 .17* .10* 


