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Competence is a theme that pervades our daily lives from the cradle to the
grave. Although we often restrict our conceptions of competence to salient
domains such as school, sport, or work, competence is reflected in almost all
aspects of life if we conceptualize it as a desire to feel effective in our inter-
actions with the environment on developmentally appropriate tasks (Masten
& Coatsworth, 1998; White, 1959). Examples of developmental competence
pursuits at different life stages include infants’ efforts to locomote, children
learning to play well with peers, adolescents exploring new ways of interacting
with the opposite sex, adults negotiating marital dynamics, athletes rehabili-
tating from an injury, exercisers challenging themselves physically, and older
adults’ struggles to maintain their independence by taking care of themselves
on a daily basis.

Many psychological theories of personality and motivation feature compe-
tence in some form. Self theorists often study competence through a develop-
mental lens in terms of the perceived competence construct (Harter, 1999). This
construct refers to how individuals describe their ability in various domains. As

Preparation of this chapter was supported in part by a grant from the National Institute of Child
Health and Human Development (HD42535).

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to David E. Conroy, Department
of Kinesiology, 268 Rec Hall, The Pennsylvania State University, University Park, PA 16802.
E-mail: David-Conroy@psu.edu

181







