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Introduction 
 
Chinese president Xi Jinping has highlighted that 
the youth are the most energetic and enterprising 
group in our society with the least conservative 
thinking (1). As the most dynamic group, college 
students demonstrate that the enterprising spirit 
can not only be shown by their achievements, but 
can also be reflected in their psychology as ambi-

tion and perseverance. Achievement goals can 
characterize this kind of "ambition" (2). 
Achievement goals have defined as cognitive rep-
resentations of competence-related possibilities 
(3). Changes in achievement goals can lead to 
different achievement outcomes and are key fac-
tors for future career success (4,5) Researches on 
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the correlations of college students' achievement 
goals can not only quantitatively analyze the sig-
nificant correlated factors of achievement goals 
based on data, but also theoretically infer 
achievement goals to help us better understand 
them. 
Family factors, as the biggest background, envi-
ronment and support for each individual's sur-
vival and development, will continue to influence 
one's whole life (6). For college students, alt-
hough they have left their parents and live inde-
pendently on campus, the influence of family is 
still continuous and profound. The McMaster 
Model of Family Functioning asserts that the 
fundamental duties of a family are to supply the 
necessary environment essential for the devel-
opment (physiological, psychological, social, etc.) 
of those who are part of it (7). To achieve these 
fundamental roles, the family system must per-
form an assortment of duties to adjust and en-
courage the growth of the family and its individ-
uals, thus fulfilling the basic functions of the fam-
ily and completing the basic tasks. 
Some investigations have found students' self-
esteem is also closely connected with family func-
tioning (8). As an important trait of the self-
system, self-esteem is the core of personality and 
psychological health (9), as well as the core part 
of self-concept (10). It has a positive impact on 
the healthy psychological development and for-
mation of good personality of adolescents. Re-
searchers have examined the linkage between 
family functioning and adolescent self-esteem, 
and found that adolescents' self-esteem levels are 
closely related to family functioning (11). The 
ecological system theory believes that parental 
parenting styles play a cruial role in self-esteem 
(9). Self-esteem, commonly known as self-
reliance, must have some inherent connection 
with achievement goals. Self-esteem equals to 
success/ambition level (8). Li found in their anal-
ysis of self-esteem and achievement goals among 
eighth grade students in China that self-esteem 
can positively impact mastery goals and adversely 
affect performance avoidance goals (12). Based 
on the above, this study infers that self-esteem 

may act as a mediator in the linkage between 
family functioning and achievement goals. 
We selected college students from Heilongjiang 
Province, China as participants to study the con-
tribution of family functioning to achievement 
goals and the mechanism of self-esteem, with the 
aim of providing references for promoting col-
lege students' mental health. 
 

Methods 
 
Participants 
The study randomly involved 492 college stu-
dents from Qiqihar Medical University in Hei-
longjiang Province, China as contributors from 
April 2021 to December 2022. It was approved 
by Ethics Committee of Qiqihar Medical Univer-
sity (No. 2023 [70]). Informed consent was se-
cured from the attendees before the investiga-
tion. The participants were given unified instruc-
tions by trained staff before filling out the ques-
tionnaires. Totally, 540 surveys were handed out, 
and 492 surveys were collected and deemed valid, 
resulting in a response rate of 91.11%. There 
were 169 male and 323 female students; 237 only 
children and 255 non-only children. 
 
Instruments 
Achievement Goals Scale (AGS) 
The AGS was employed to assess students' 
achievement goal orientations. Weissman and 
Elliot revised it into three dimensions: perfor-
mance-approach goals, performance-avoidance 
goals, and mastery goals, with a total of 18 items 
(4). Participants' feelings, reactions and degrees 
of agreement were utilized as evaluation indica-
tors, and scored applying a 7-point scale. The cri-
teria were: "1" denoted strong disagreement; "2" 
denoted disagreement; "3" denoted slight disa-
greement; "4" denoted neutrality; "5" denoted 
slight agreement; "6" denoted agreement; "7" de-
noted strong agreement.  
 
Self-Esteem Inventory (SEI) 
The SEI was compiled by Coopersmith in 1959 
and modified by Ryden for use with adults (13). 
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The SEI has 58 items, each describing a situation 
in the first person, requiring participants to an-
swer each item. 28 items are scored positively, 
meaning that answering "like me" represents high 
self-esteem, while answering "unlike me" repre-
sents low self-esteem. The other 30 items are 
scored in reverse.  
 
Family Assessment Device (FAD) 
The FAD was created utilizing the McMaster 
Model of Family Functioning (MMFF) as its 
foundation, encompassing a total of 60 items dis-
tributed across 7 facets: problem solving, com-
munication, roles, affective responsiveness, affec-
tive involvement, behavior control, and overall 
functioning. The reliability of each domain ranges 
from 0.66 to 0.76, with good parallel validity with 
FUI and FACES II. Each item has 4 answer 
choices, from strongly agree to completely disa-
gree, scored 1-4 points. For items involving fami-
ly dysfunction (unhealthy aspects), the scoring is 
reversed: 5 minus the actual score, so that 1 point 
represents health and 4 points represent un-
health. Each subscale's score is the average score 
of its items, with higher scores indicating poorer 
family functioning.  
 
Statistical Analysis 

SPSS 26.0 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA) was 
employed for descriptive analysis, Pearson corre-
lation analysis, t-test, and linear regression analy-
sis. Amos 24.0 was employed for mediation ex-
amination. P<0.05 was presumed to offer statisti-
cal importance. 
 

Results 
 
Correlation analysis of family functioning, 
self-esteem and achievement goals 
The family functioning score of the college stu-
dents was (14.154±2.273), the self-esteem score 
was (38.97±8.530), the performance-approach 
goal score was (26.22±5.807), the performance-
avoidance goal score was (22.04±6.732), and the 
mastery goal score was (31.95±6.002). Perfor-
mance avoidance goals demonstrated a positive 
relationship with family dysfunction (r= 0. 358) 
and a negative correlation with self-esteem (r= -
0.438). Performance approach goals and mastery 
goals exhibited a negative association with family 
dysfunction (r =-0.06, -0.34) and a positive rela-
tionship with self-esteem (r= 0.138, r= 0.304). 
Family dysfunction and self-esteem were nega-
tively correlated (r=-0.465). Except for the insig-
nificant correlation between performance ap-
proach goals and family dysfunction, the other 
correlations were significant (Table 1). 

 
Table 1: Correlation analysis of family functioning, self-esteem and achievement goals among college students (r 

values, n = 492) 
 

Variable Family Func-
tioning 

Performance Avoid-
ance Goal 

Performance Ap-
proach Goal 

Mastery 
Goal 

Self-
Esteem 

Family Functioning 1 - - - - 

Performance Avoid-
ance Goal 

0.358** 1 - - - 

Performance Ap-
proach Goal 

-0.06 0.157** 1 - - 

Mastery Goal -0.34** -0.301** 0.229** 1 - 

Self-Esteem -0.465** -0.438** 0.138** 0.304** 1 

Note: **.Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
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Comparison of family functioning and self-
esteem scores between achievement goal 
groups 
The performance avoidance goal, performance 
approach goal, and mastery goal scores of the 
college students were sorted from high to low, 
and the top and bottom thirds were employed as 

the cut-off lines to select the elevated and re-
duced categories. The differences in family func-
tioning and self-esteem scores between the ele-
vated and reduced categories of performance 
avoidance goals and mastery goals were statisti-
cally important (all P values <0.05) (Table 2). 

 
Table 2: Comparison of family functioning and self-esteem scores between college students with different achieve-

ment goal levels (x±s) 

 
Group n Family Functioning Self-Esteem 

Low Performance Avoidance Goal 174 13.219±2.252 42.96±6.903 

High Performance Avoidance Goal 168 14.982±2.138 34.43±9.032 

t value  -7.422 9.789 

P value  P<0.01 P<0.01 

Low Performance Approach Goal 124 14.366±2.483 37.02±9.202 

High Performance Approach Goal 153 14.051±2.206 40.06±7.836 

t value  1.116 -2.914 

P value  P>0.05 P<0.01 

Low Mastery Goal 162 14.941±2.066 36.03±8.801 

High Mastery Goal 165 13.364±2.298 41.56±7.586 

t value  6.525 -6.084 

P value  P<0.01 P<0.01 

The influence of family functioning on achievement goals 

 
Regression analysis 
In the multi-linear regression analysis, family 
functioning served as the predictor, whereas per-
formance avoidance and mastery goals acted as 
the outcomes. The findings highlighted that fami-
ly dysfunction holds a important prediction abil-
ity for performance avoidance goals (β = 0.196, 
P<0.01) and mastery goals (β = -0.253, P<0.01), 
but did not predict performance approach goals. 
Self-esteem significantly predicted performance 
avoidance goals (β = -0.347, P<0.01), perfor-
mance approach goals (β = 0.14, P<0.01), and 
mastery goals (β = 0.187, P<0.01). 
 
Mediation analysis 
To examine whether self-esteem mediates the 
association between family functioning and 

achievement goals, Baron's three-step method for 
testing mediation effects was applied. The first 
regression equation examined the prognostic im-
pact of family functioning on achievement goals, 
the second examined the forecasting influence of 
family functioning on self-esteem, and the third 
examined the predictive relationship of family 
functioning and self-esteem on achievement 
goals. As shown in Table 3 and 4, the t-tests for 
all four regression equations were significant. 
Therefore, self-esteem partially mediated the ela-
tionsrhips between family dysfunction and per-
formance avoidance goals, and between family 
dysfunction and mastery goals. The intermediary 
influence constituted 45% of the overall impact 
on performance avoidance objectives, and 25.6% 
on mastery objectives. 
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Table 3: The mediating role of self-esteem between achievement goals and family functioning 

 
  Standardized regression equations   Regression coefficient test  

Performance avoidance goal 

Step 1:  y = 0.358x  SE=0.125,t=8.479***  

Step 2:  m = -0.465x  SE=0.150,t=-11.611*** 

Step 3:  y = 0.196x-0.347m  SE=0.133,t=4.363***    SE=0.036,t=-7.71***  

 
Table 4: Partial Mediating Role of Self-esteem in Achievement Goals and Family Functions 

 
Standardized Regression Equation & Coefficient Test 

Mastery Goals 

y = -0.340x  SE=0.112,t=-7.99*** ； 

m = -0.465x  SE=0.150,t=-11.611*** 

y = -0.253x+0.187m  SE=0.125,t=-5.346***     SE=0.033,t=3.949*** 

 

Discussion 
 
These findings demonstrated that performance 
avoidance objectives demonstrated a positive re-
lationship with family dysfunction, meaning that 
the worse the family functioning, the stronger the 
performance avoidance goal motivation of stu-
dents, whose impetus to accomplish things 
stemmed from avoiding punishment. Mastery 
goals were negatively correlated with family dys-
function, indicating that children raised in a warm 
and positive parenting style tend to master more 
skills. For example, Griffin and Hu found that 
students' expectations are influenced by their 
perceived parental expectations (14). Marston et 
al, found through research on family parenting 
styles that parents' appropriate care helps pro-
mote children's pursuit of higher goals, while 
over-protection of children and over-
rationalization of their mistakes will significantly 
reduce children's frustration tolerance, making 
them more prone to choose avoidance of failure 
rather than pursuit of success when setting goals, 
consistent with the results of this study (15). Per-
formance approach goals were not correlated 
with family functioning, which may be related to 
the traditional Confucian doctrine of the golden 
mean in China. The Confucian golden mean em-
phasizes being low-key, inconspicuous and not 

standing out, and regards these as virtues. The 
saying "the wind will destroy the tree that stands 
out in the forest" reflects such thinking. There-
fore, it is inferred that the generally humble and 
reserved qualities in families with good function-
ing, along with the lack of support and encour-
agement in dysfunctional families, lead to per-
formance avoidance goals rather than perfor-
mance approach goals. 
The research indicated that self-esteem was posi-
tively linked to performance approach and mas-
tery objectives, consistent with Mehmet finding 
that university students' self-esteem was signifi-
cantly positively correlated with performance ap-
proach and mastery goals and could predict ap-
proach and avoidance goals. Findings have re-
vealed that the problem behaviors of left-behind 
children are related to family dysfunction, and 
self-esteem assumes a intermediating function, 
including the negative correlation between family 
functioning and self-esteem, consistent with our 
investigation. Psychoanalytic theory indicated 
that the influence of the family of origin on a 
person's life is significant. Healthy family func-
tioning provides children with more understand-
ing, support and encouragement, leading to high-
er self-esteem levels. This suggests that good aca-
demic performance and career success should be 
based on good family functioning. 
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The investigation discovered that different family 
functioning influences the types of achievement 
goals adopted by college students. Students with 
good family functioning focused more on mas-
tery goals, while those with poor family function-
ing focused more on performance avoidance 
goals. This suggests that parents should create a 
positive family atmosphere, as supportive and 
inclusive family functioning helps students mas-
ter more knowledge and skills (16), while stu-
dents from dysfunctional families mainly learn to 
avoid punishment, and will lack motivation when 
they grow up and become independent due to 
lack of supervision. 
This study found that self-esteem served as a par-
tial mediator in the linkage between family func-
tioning on achievement goals, suggesting that 
family functioning affects achievement goals par-
tially through self-esteem. 
While these findings used retrospective self-
report questionnaires to assess family function-
ing, precautions were taken to guarantee the 
credibility and accuracy of the investigation 
through instructions, survey settings, etc. How-
ever, participants' recalled family functioning may 
still differ from the actual conditions. But per-
haps the recalled family functioning is more pre-
dictive of their achievement goals than the actual 
conditions. Future studies could examine this 
issue. In addition, all the participants in this study 
were from the same university, limiting the repre-
sentativeness of the sample. Future studies could 
use stricter sampling methods, select larger and 
more representative samples, to validate and ex-
pand the conclusions of our research. 
 

Conclusion 
 
Self-esteem partially mediates the influence of 
family functioning on college students’ achieve-
ment goals. 
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