
The Relationship Between Defensive
Pessimism, Goal Orientation, and
Self-Esteem Among Nursing Students

Mohamed Hussein Ramadan Atta, PhD, MSc, BSc, Rn1,2 ,
Esraa Elsayed Rushdan, PhD, MSc, BSc, Rn3

and Nadia Waheed Elzohairy, PhD, MSc, BSc, Rn4

Abstract
Introduction: Academic achievement in nursing students is significantly influenced by their self-esteem and goal orientation.

Defensive pessimism, a strategy where students set low expectations to prepare for potential failure, helps them stay moti-

vated and focused. While this cognitive strategy can boost effort and performance, its relationship with self-esteem and goal

orientation remains underexplored among nursing students, revealing a gap in understanding how these factors interact to

influence academic success.

Objective: Assess the level and relationship between defensive pessimism, goal orientation, and self-esteem among nursing

students at the Faculty of Nursing.

Method: Four hundred students were included in the research using a stratified sampling method followed by a simple ran-

domization sampling technique to select 100 students from each academic year. Tools: The Defensive Pessimism

Questionnaire, the Goal Orientation Scale, and the Self-Esteem Scale were used.

Results: 56.28% of participants had a low level of defensive pessimism, about two-thirds (62.30%) had a low level of goal

orientation, and 70.0% of the students had a mild level of self-esteem. In addition, higher levels of defensive pessimism are sig-

nificantly associated with stronger goal orientation (r= .291, p< .001) but lower self-esteem (r=−.246, p< .001). Additionally,
self-esteem is significantly positively correlated with mastery-performance approach goals (r= .335, p< .001; r= .142, p< .001)
and significantly negatively correlated with mastery-performance avoidance goals (r=−.351, p< .001; r=−.041, p< .001).
Conclusion: These findings highlight the complex interplay between defensive pessimism, goal orientation, and self-esteem in

nursing students. Understanding these relationships is crucial for developing targeted interventions to enhance academic achieve-

ment and psychological well-being among nursing students, potentially by fostering adaptive goal-setting strategies and addressing

the impacts of defensive pessimism on self-esteem.

Keywords
defensive pessimism, goal orientation, self-esteem, students, academic achievement

Received 27 June 2024; Revised 3 October 2024; accepted 8 October 2024

Introduction
Education is a foundational element in personal and profes-
sional development, particularly in academic settings where
students must cultivate intellectual and personal qualities to
succeed (Gamage et al., 2021). Among these qualities, moti-
vation, goal orientation, and self-esteem are essential for nav-
igating the challenges of academic life (Frumos et al., 2024).
These personal qualities are even more critical for nursing
students facing rigorous academic and clinical demands.
Examining the interplay between defensive pessimism,
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goal orientation, and self-esteem among nursing students is
crucial for developing strategies that promote healthier moti-
vational approaches, enhancing educational outcomes and
overall well-being.

The field of education aims to promote lifelong learning
and personal development. Educational psychology is
essential for educators to promote students to develop
their cognitive, psychomotor, and affective capabilities
(Christy & Sidhu, 2022). Furthermore, academic success
is closely related to students’ self-worth and ability to focus
on their goals (Fairlamb, 2022). Students’ self-improvement
can protect their goal orientation and prevent pessimism
(Ferradás et al., 2020).

Personality traits such as character, confidence, compe-
tence, connection, and caring have been explored to deter-
mine their impact on encouraging positive development in
students facing difficulties (Noddings, 2013). Self-esteem is
the perception students hold regarding their competence in
dealing with fundamental challenges in life, as well as their
sense of worth and value (Branden, 2021). Consequently,
self-esteem is crucial in motivating students to achieve aca-
demic goals (Skaalvik & Federici, 2014). Students with pos-
itive self-esteem are likely to strive for higher academic
achievements and, in turn, increase their self-esteem
(Rushdan et al., 2024; Zhao et al., 2021).

Literature Review
Defensive pessimism is a mental tactic employed by students
whereby they set uncharacteristically low expectations to
motivate themselves to work diligently to prevent failure.
Defensive pessimism can protect self-worth from possible
failure and aid in managing anxiety related to potential
failure by prompting students to consider and prepare for
all conceivable outcomes associated with future events, moti-
vating them to think critically and plan (Forsha, 2021). As
defensive pessimists become more goal-oriented, they expe-
rience substantial improvements in their self-esteem and
overall satisfaction, perform better academically, and make
more significant progress toward achieving their objectives
over time (Peel & Ward, 2022).

Goal orientation is essential in motivating students and is
classified as either mastery or performance-focused. Mastery
goal orientation emphasizes the development of one’s abili-
ties, the acquisition of new skills, and the pursuit of challeng-
ing goals to understand the learning materials. On the other
hand, performance goal orientation is centered around dem-
onstrating superior abilities compared to others and using
social comparison as a standard to evaluate performance.
The achievement goal theory is a widely recognized motiva-
tional theory used to examine how various classroom struc-
tures and school environments affect student learning and
motivation (Urdan & Kaplan, 2020).

Furthermore, Students who experience higher levels of
anxiety are more likely to adopt defensive pessimism as a

strategy. By envisioning the worst possible outcomes
before undertaking a task, they can achieve similar perfor-
mance levels as individuals who do not experience anxiety
initially (Guth, 2018). Therefore, they need psychological
support to adopt positive thinking to overcome their
anxiety. Positive psychology is the scientific study that
enhances positive experiences and positive individual traits,
which facilitates their development (Allen et al., 2022).
Hence, this paper assesses positive psychology variables,
defensive pessimism, self-esteem, and goal orientation
toward academic success.

Despite the evidence that defensive pessimism is effective
in the short term but detrimental to emotional well-being in the
long run (Atta et al., 2024a; Thomas, 2020), there remains
considerable controversy regarding the role of self-esteem in
the functioning of this strategy. While some studies have sug-
gested that the self-esteem of defensive pessimists is generally
lower than that of individuals who use strategic optimism
(Shimizu & Nakashima, 2018), it is not necessarily lower
than those who employ other self-protective strategies like
self-handicapping (Ferradás et al., 2017). From this perspec-
tive, defensive pessimists harbor negative thoughts about the
tasks they face and themselves. Additionally, highlighted
that the relationship between self-esteem and defensive pes-
simism is not linear, with high self-esteem associated with
greater use of defensive pessimism in males, while in
females, this strategy is more common when self-esteem
is low. Moreover, the literature documented that students’
achievement cannot be addressed without positive self-
esteem, and both are closely tied to their pessimistic predic-
tion and goal orientation (Elliot & Thrash, 2002;
Zogmaister & Maricutoiu, 2022).

These inconsistent findings, coupled with the limited
research on this topic within specific cultural contexts, espe-
cially concerning nursing students in Egypt, underscore a
critical gap in the existing literature. This gap necessitates a
deeper exploration of the factors influencing these outcomes,
including the study design, settings, and cultural dynamics
that may shape the experiences and perceptions of nursing
students in this region. Therefore, conducting a study on
the relationship between defensive pessimism, goal orienta-
tion, and self-esteem among nursing students” in Egypt
would be the first of its kind, addressing this gap and offering
valuable insights into how these dynamics play out in a pop-
ulation that is essential to the healthcare system. Nursing
Faculty students are responsible for preparing competent
nursing care, meeting the growing demands of the healthcare
system, and shaping the future of the nursing profession.

Defensive pessimism, self-worth, and academic goal
achievement among nursing students are significant as they
can offer valuable perspectives on their academic perfor-
mance and well-being. Therefore, understanding the relation-
ships between these factors can develop interventions to
improve nursing students’ academic performance and overall
well-being (Zogmaister & Maricutoiu, 2022).
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The role of nurses is paramount, and their competence and
self-esteem level are crucial in ensuring patient safety and
reducing errors in the clinical environment (Elliot &
Thrash, 2002; Yeager & Dweck, 2012). Thus, research that
investigates nursing faculty students’ self-esteem, goal orien-
tation, and defensive pessimism significantly reinforces their
self-esteem, enhances goal achievement, and empowers opti-
mistic prediction toward their performance. The results of
this study have the potential to aid in creating initiatives
aimed at enhancing the performance of nursing students
and improving the standard of nursing care given to patients.
Therefore, our study aimed to Assess the level and relation-
ship between defensive pessimism, goal orientation, and self-
esteem among nursing students at the Faculty of Nursing.

Research Question(s)

• What is the level of defensive pessimism, goal orientation,
and self-esteem among nursing students at the Faculty of
Nursing?

• Is there a relationship between defensive pessimism, goal
orientation, and self-esteem among nursing students at the
Faculty of Nursing?

Method

Study Design
The study was conducted using a descriptive and correla-
tional framework following the guidelines of STROBE
(Supplementary 1). This study was carried out at the
College of Nursing, Damanhour University. The college
was established in 2007. It has nine scientific departments:
medical-surgical nursing, critical care nursing, pediatric
nursing, obstetric and gynecological nursing, nursing educa-
tion, community health nursing, gerontological nursing,
nursing administration, psychiatric nursing, and mental
health. Courses are provided over four years (eight semes-
ters). It offers both undergraduate and postgraduate educa-
tional nursing programs.

Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria
A statistical power (G* power) analysis was used to deter-
mine the sample size, with an effect size of 0.03, power
level of 0.90, and alpha of .05, accounting for an anticipated
20% nonresponse rate. The analysis yielded a minimum
sample size of 340, but the researchers decided to recruit
400 students. The eligibility criteria for this study required
students of both sexes to display consistent attendance and
be willing to engage in research activities. Additionally,
exclusion criteria were students with physical or psycholog-
ical illness, irregular attendance, and those over 30 years
old to maintain a more homogeneous age group within

the sample and control variation in life experiences.
Researchers used an equal allocation stratified sampling tech-
nique to reduce sampling variability bias and ensure that all
strata were adequately represented. Researchers selected
100 participants from each academic year stratum. The
sample selection process utilized a blind approach, incorpo-
rating a systematic randomized technique to identify partici-
pants from the overall pool of nursing nurses. The steps
involved were as follows:

(A) A comprehensive list containing all nursing students’
names for each academic year and relevant data was
compiled and digitized into a computer-generated
randomization list program (550 first-year students,
1162 s-year students, 778 third-year students, and 440
fourth-year students).

(B) This randomization program randomly sampled 100
students from this list each academic year to ensure fair-
ness and minimize bias.

(C) Each randomly selected student was screened to iden-
tify those meeting the predetermined inclusion criteria
and contacted to assess their willingness to participate.

(D) 52 students refused to participate and did not match the
inclusion criteria, so replacements were selected using
randomization to complete the stratum.

(E) Participants were assigned to participate (400), with an
equal distribution of 100 students each academic year
(Figure 1).

Instruments
This study employed four different instruments to gather
data:

Tool I: A questionnaire was divided into two parts: Part 1:
collected sociodemographic data, such as the student’s
gender, age, place of residence, marital status, monthly
expenses, and whether they worked while studying. Part 2:
collected academic data, including the year of enrollment,
the student’s grades in the previous academic year, and
their academic and social activities.

Tool II: Defensive Pessimism Questionnaire: Norem
(2002)[17] created the Defensive Pessimism Questionnaire,
which consists of twelve self-report statements to gauge indi-
viduals’ methods to safeguard their self-worth from potential
failure by setting lower expectations. The questionnaire
encompasses two factors referred to as negative expectations
and reflection. Respondents rate their responses to each state-
ment on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 to 7, with 1
indicating “Not at all true of me” and seven indicating “Very
true of me.” The total score is obtained by adding all the
items and ranges from 12 to 84. Higher scores indicate a
greater degree of defensive pessimism. Individuals with a
total score ranging from 12 to 41 are classified as having
a low level of defensive pessimism, those with scores
ranging from 42 to 62 indicate a moderate level, and
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individuals with scores from 63 to 84 reflect a high level of
defensive pessimism.

Tool III: Goal Orientation Scale (GOS): Skaalvik
(1997)[18] developed the Goal Orientation Scale, which con-
sists of twenty-one items designed to measure four types of
achievement goals. The first subscale, “mastery-approach
goals,” is assessed by items 3, 5, 9, 11, 15, and 18. This sub-
scale measures the extent to which individuals focus on
learning, increasing their knowledge, and developing their
abilities. The second subscale, “performance-approach
goals,” is assessed by items 1, 4, 13, 16, and 19. This sub-
scale indicates the extent to which individuals strive to
prove that they are more capable and have accomplished
more than others. The third subscale, “mastery-avoidance
goals,” is assessed by items 6, 8, 10, 14, 17, and 20. It
assesses the degree to which individuals are concerned
with avoiding the appearance of incompetence or receiving
negative evaluations from others. Finally, the fourth sub-
scale, “performance-avoidance goals,” is assessed by items
2, 7, 12, and 21. This subscale evaluates the degree to
which individuals prioritize avoiding academic tasks and
exerting effort.

Participants assess their level of agreement with each
statement using a five-point Likert scale, where a score of
1 signifies “never” and a score of 5 indicates “always.” The
overall score is calculated by adding the scores of all items,
ranging from 21 to 105. A higher total score indicates a stron-
ger orientation towards achievement goals. Scores between
21 and 52 indicate a low level of goal orientation, while

scores between 53 and 78 suggest a moderate level. Scores
ranging from 79 to 105 reflect a high level of goal orientation.

Tool IV: The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE): RSE
was initially developed by Rosenberg in 1965 and was
later translated into Damanhour[19]. This self-report scale
consists of ten items and measures global self-esteem.
Participants indicate their level of agreement with each state-
ment using a four-point Likert scale, where a score of 4 sig-
nifies “strongly agree” and a score of 1 signifies “strongly
disagree” for items 1, 2, 4, 6, and 7. However, the scoring
is reversed for items 3, 5, 8, 9, and 10. The scale’s total
score is 40 points, divided into three levels: low, moderate,
and high self-esteem. Scores of 22 or less indicate low self-
esteem, and scores between 23 and 33 indicate moderate self-
esteem. According to[19], the scale was valid and had accept-
able internal consistency using test–retest reliability.

Procedures
Official permissions to conduct the study were obtained from
the responsible authorities of the Faculty of Nursing,
Damanhour University. These included the dean of the
Faculty of Nursing and chairpersons of academic nursing
departments. The researchers developed Tool I after a thor-
ough review of the existing literature.

A panel of five experts evaluated the instruments (Defensive
Pessimism Questionnaire and the Goal Orientation Scale)
for face validity, confirming their suitability for the study.
Tools II, III, and IV were administered to a sample of 40

Figure 1. CONSORTn sample graph.

4 SAGE Open Nursing



nursing students to assess internal consistency and reliability,
yielding Cronbach’s alpha values of 0.855 for Tool II, 0.806
for Tool III, and 0.871 for Tool IV. Additionally, a pilot
study involving 40 nursing students not part of the primary
research was conducted to identify potential biases. The pilot
study results indicated that the research tools were clear, under-
standable, and feasible for data collection. This approach
ensured the instruments were valid and reliable, minimizing
biases during the primary data collection phase. The
researchers collected data by visiting selected students in
their classroom lectures and clinical laboratories, and it
took approximately 15–20 min to complete the study tools.
Data was collected over three months, from November
2022 to January 2023.

Ethical Consideration
The research received approval from the Damanhour
Research Ethics Committee (53-b) in February 2022. The
researchers obtained written informed consent from each
student, explaining the significance and objectives of the
study. The confidentiality of any received data was main-
tained, and student privacy and anonymity were respected
throughout the research. The students had the right to opt
out of the study without facing any negative consequences.

Statistical Analysis
The data were analyzed using IBM SPSS software package
version 20.0 (Armonk, NY: IBM Corp). The normality of
distribution was assessed using the Kolmogorov–Smirnov
test. Quantitative data were described using various statistical
measures, such as range (minimum and maximum), mean,
standard deviation, median, and interquartile range (IQR).
The significance of the obtained results was evaluated at
the 5% significance level. The following statistical tests
were employed: the Pearson coefficient to determine the cor-
relation between two normally distributed quantitative vari-
ables, the Mann–Whitney test to compare two groups for
abnormally distributed quantitative variables, and the
Kruskal–Wallis test to compare more than two groups for
abnormally distributed quantitative variables.

Results

Participants Characteristics
Table 1 illustrates the sociodemographic characteristics of
the study participants. Most students (77.5%) were female,
with an age range of 18–24 and a mean age of 20.02±
1.35. Most students (75.5%) were from rural areas, and
most (91.8%) were single. The study also found that 73.0%
of the students perceive their monthly expenses as adequate.

Table 2 presents the students’ academic characteristics.
Nearly half of the students (45.0%) obtained excellent grades

in the previous academic year. Most students (82.80%) did
not participate in educational or social activities.

Levels of Defensive Pessimism, Goal Orientation, and
Self-Esteem Among Nursing Students
Figure 2 shows the distribution of the students according to
their total score of defensive pessimism. More than half of
the students (56.28%) had a low level of defensive

Table 2. Distribution of Students According to Academic

Properties.

Academic characteristics Frequency n= 400 %

Year of enrollment

• First 100 25.0

• Second 100 25.0

• Third 100 25.0

• Fourth 100 25.0

Student’s academic achievement in the

previous academic year (n= 300) *

• Failure 2 0.6

• Pass 5 1.7

• Good 35 11.7

• Very good 123 41

• Excellent 135 45

Extracurricular activities

• No 331 82.8

• Yes 69 17.2

*The first year was not among the students’ grades in the previous academic year.

Table 1. Distribution of the Students According to Social and

Demographic Characteristics (n= 400).

Sociodemographic data Frequency n= 400 %

Sex

Male 90 22.5

Female 310 77.5

Age (years)

18 < 20 185 46.25

20 < 22 170 42.5

22+ 45 11.25

Min–Max 18−24
Mean± SD 20.02± 1.35

Residency

Urban 98 24.5

Rural 302 75.5

Marital status

Single 367 91.8

Married 33 8.2

Perception of monthly expense

Inadequate 108 27.0

Adequate 292 73.0

Atta et al. 5



pessimism, while nearly a quarter (24.52%) had a high level,
and the rest (19.20%) had a moderate level.

Figure 3 illustrates the distribution of the students accord-
ing to their total score of goal orientation. Most students
(62.30%) had a low level of goal orientation, while 30.50%
had a high level, and only 7.20% had a moderate level.

Figure 4 shows the distribution of the students according
to their total self-esteem score. 70.0% of the students had a
moderate level of self-esteem, 21.8% had a high level, and
only 8.30% had a low level.

Relation Between Defensive Pessimism, Goal
Orientation, and Self-Esteem
Table 3 presents the correlations between defensive pessi-
mism, goal orientation, and self-esteem among nursing stu-
dents. The results show a positive significant correlation
between defensive pessimism and goal orientation (r=
.291, p < .001) and a positive significant correlation
between self-esteem and mastery-performance approach
goals (r= .335, p< .001, r= .142, p< .001, respectively)
and a negative significant correlation between self-esteem
and mastery-performance avoidance goals (r=−.351, p<
.001, r=−.041, p < .001, respectively). The table also illus-
trates a negative significant correlation between defensive
pessimism and self-esteem (r=−.246, p< .001). This

suggests that a high level of defensive pessimism indicates
a higher level of goal orientation and a lower level of
self-esteem.

Relation Between Study Variables, Sociodemographic,
and Academic Characteristics
Table 4 presents the relation between the mean scores of
defensive pessimism, goal orientation, self-esteem, and the
sociodemographic and academic characteristics of the
studied students. The results show that students who had
inadequate monthly expenses, enrolled in the first year, and
those who failed in the previous academic year or partici-
pated in extracurricular activities had the highest mean
score of defensive pessimism. A statistically significant rela-
tion was observed between monthly expenses, year of enroll-
ment, student’s grade in the previous academic year, and
participation in extracurricular activities about the mean
score of defensive pessimism (p= .007, p= .011, p= .004,
and p= .011, respectively).

Regarding goal orientation, the results indicate that stu-
dents who lived in rural areas had inadequate family
income, failed in the previous academic year, or did not par-
ticipate in extracurricular activities had the highest mean
score. A statistically significant relation was observed
between residence, monthly expense, year of enrollment,

Figure 3. Distribution of students according to a total score of

goal orientation (n= 400).

Figure 2. Distribution of students according to a total score of

defensive pessimism (n= 400).

Figure 4. Distribution of students according to total score of

self-esteem (n= 400).

Table 3. Correlation Between Defensive Pessimism, Goal

Orientation, and Self-Esteem Among Studied Students (n= 400).

Defensive

Pessimism Self-Esteem

r p r p

Goal orientation .291* <.001* −.041 .411

• Mastery-approach goals - - .335* <.001*

• Mastery-avoidance goals - - −.351* <.001*

• Performance-approach goals - - .142* <.001*

• Performance-avoidance goals - - −.225* <.001*

Self-esteem −.246* <.001* - -

r: Pearson coefficient.

*: Statistically significant at p≤ .05.
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student’s academic achievement in the previous academic
year, and participation in extracurricular activities about the
mean score of goal orientation (p= .036, p= .006, p= .006,
and
p= .016, respectively).

Finally, the results show that students with adequate
monthly expenses obtained the highest mean self-esteem
score. A statistically significant correlation was observed
between family income and the mean self-esteem score.

Discussion
Educational researchers are increasingly aware of the impor-
tance of students’ motivational approaches in the academic
learning environment. In this context, self-esteem and

defensive pessimism are crucial factors influencing goal
attainment. Students may utilize defensive pessimism to
pursue their objectives while safeguarding their self-esteem
(Canedo et al., 2018; Ferradás et al., 2020; Rahmani, 2011)

In this study, the researchers aimed to assess the nursing
students’ defensive pessimism, goal orientation, and self-
esteem and determine the relationship between defensive
pessimism, goal orientation, and self-esteem. The present
study’s findings indicate a statistically significant positive
correlation between goal orientation and defensive pessi-
mism. It is plausible that students who exhibit defensive pes-
simism may use their negative self-talk as a motivational tool
to work hard and prevent failure that they anticipate. This
could help to explain why these students tend to use defen-
sive pessimism and focus on performance-approach goals.

Table 4. Relation Between Mean Scores of Defensive Pessimisms, Goal Orientation, Self-Esteem, and Social Demographic and Academic

Properties of Students (n= 400).

Sociodemographic and Academic Characteristics n

Defensive Pessimism Goal Orientation Self-Esteem

Mean± SD Median Mean± SD Median Mean± SD Median

Sex

Male 90 65.22± 13.49 65.48 61.79± 19.53 61.11 65.78± 17.26 70.0

Female 310 63.02± 12.70 64.29 65.68± 15.21 65.28 64.70± 15.98 63.33

U(p) 12,614.50 (0.166) 13,116.0 (0.386) 12,078.0 (0.052)

Residency

Urban 98 65.46± 12.56 66.67 62.90± 15.90 63.19 67.72± 15.52 70.0

Rural 302 62.88± 12.96 64.29 65.42± 16.46 65.28 64.04± 16.41 63.33

U(p) 13,202.0 (0.108) 12,719.0* (0.036*) 14,133.50 (0.504)

Marital status

Single 367 63.76± 12.99 64.29 64.90± 16.41 65.28 64.51± 16.44 63.33

Married 33 60.79± 11.63 61.90 63.72± 15.74 65.28 69.70± 13.39 66.67

U(p) 5,320.50 (0.248) 5,032.0 (0.106) 5,675.50 (0.550)

Monthly expense

Inadequate 108 66.24± 13.93 67.26 67.55± 15.14 66.67 60.80± 17.72 63.33

Adequate 292 62.51± 12.36 64.29 63.78± 16.67 63.89 66.47± 15.44 66.67

U(p) 12,994.50* (0.007*) 12,983.0* (0.006*) 13,722.50* (0.046*)

Year of enrollment

First 100 66.67± 11.62 66.07 67.15± 17.05 68.06 64.23± 19.39 70.0

Second 100 64.14± 13.08 65.48 65.01± 13.61 65.28 66.70± 15.50 70.0

Third 100 61.02± 14.09 63.10 64.86± 17.65 65.97 62.33± 15.71 63.33

Fourth 100 62.23± 12.12 63.69 62.18± 16.61 62.50 66.50± 13.76 66.67

H(p) 11.066* (0.011*) 5.413 (0.144) 5.700 (0.127)

Student’s academic achievement in the previous

academic year

Failure 2 71.43± 0.0 71.43 69.44± 0.0 69.44 56.67± 0.0 56.67

Pass 5 60.0± 2.99 59.52 61.39± 19.40 73.61 46.67± 30.0 46.67

Good 35 60.51± 15.32 63.10 64.76± 22.10 70.83 55.52± 18.86 56.67

Very good 123 61.09± 13.59 63.10 62.37± 16.96 62.50 64.99± 14.79 63.33

Excellent 135 65.46± 11.90 66.67 66.32± 14.77 66.67 66.88± 15.70 70.0

H(p) 15.334* (0.004*) 14.435* (0.006*) 5.704 (0.222)

Extracurricular activities

No 331 62.91± 13.04 64.29 65.09± 16.24 65.28 64.12± 16.02 63.33

Yes 69 66.43± 11.82 66.67 63.41± 16.87 62.50 68.89± 16.94 70.0

U(p) 9,192.0* (0.011*) 9,318.50* (0.016*) 10,399.0 (0.242)

SD: standard deviation; U: Mann–Whitney test; H: H for Kruskal–Wallis test; p: p-value for comparing the studied categories; *: statistically significant at p≤ .05.

Atta et al. 7



This could be supported by Yamawaki et al. (2004), who
found evidence that students who exhibit defensive pessi-
mism may leverage their negative thoughts to drive them-
selves to work harder and avoid potential failure. From the
researcher’s perspective, self-handicapping can explain the
positive significant correlation between goal orientation and
defensive pessimism (Yamawaki et al., 2004). The strategy
of self-handicapping that students use to create excuses for
failure before even attempting a task. This can involve engag-
ing in behaviors that undermine performance, such as pro-
crastination or not giving one’s best effort, to have a
ready-made excuse for failure. While self-handicapping
may initially protect one’s self-esteem, it ultimately hinders
goal achievement and can lead to a cycle of self-fulfilling
prophecies of failure (Schwinger et al., 2014). On the other
hand, the current study results showed that students who par-
ticipated in academic and extracurricular activities had a sig-
nificant relationship with defensive pessimism and goal
orientation, possibly due to their spending time on activities
and trying their best in the remaining time. The study out-
comes align with earlier research that discovered that low
self-esteem reduces students’ inclination to engage in aca-
demic activities with a learning-focused approach (Norem
& Smith, 2006; Rahmani, 2011). Finally, students who par-
ticipated in extracurricular activities had higher academic
performance and achievement, as indicated by their higher
GPA and lower absenteeism.

Moreover, the results of the present study indicate a stat-
istically significant negative correlation between self-esteem
and defensive pessimism. Thus, students with lower self-
esteem are more likely to utilize defensive pessimism as a
strategy, while those with higher self-esteem tend to use it
less frequently. Conversely, students who exhibit defensive
pessimism often have lower levels of self-esteem. This
outcome may be because a significant number of the study
sample had low to moderate self-esteem. Students with low
self-esteem tended to be self-critical, avoid social exposure,
and perceive themselves as incompetent. In contrast, students
with high self-esteem tended to actively engage in academic
and extracurricular activities and strive to improve their skills
and abilities. This outcome is in line with earlier studies con-
ducted by Ferradás et al. (2020) and Lim (2009), which
found that students with lower levels of self-esteem were
more prone to utilizing the defensive pessimism approach
(Ferradás et al., 2020; Lim, 2009). Moreover, Yamawaki and
colleagues conducted a study where they found that individuals
using defensive pessimism as a strategy would have a higher
proportion of negative-to-positive self-thoughts related to aca-
demics, and these thoughts would be associated with high self-
esteem instability. However, the study also found that the dif-
ferences in self-esteem between defensive pessimists and opti-
mists explained part of the mediated effects.

Adding to support the study, Ferradás et al. (2020) suggest
that defensive pessimism plays a role in the association
between self-esteem and approach goals, particularly in the

learning and performance dimensions. Another study con-
ceptualized that defensive pessimistic students may be
more inclined towards performance-avoidance goals and
less inclined towards mastery in academic settings than opti-
mists. These findings indicate that defensive pessimism can
be a valuable strategy for promoting motivation toward
goal orientation among students in academic contexts
(Ferradás et al., 2020).

The study’s results imply that defensive pessimism can be
a strategic tool for students with low self-esteem to approach
academic work to improve their skills. The findings also
support the notion that defensive pessimism plays a role in
the relationship between self-esteem and motivational orien-
tation, especially regarding performance-approach goals.
Low self-esteem may encourage students to engage in their
academic work to stand out directly and by leveraging defen-
sive pessimism.

Furthermore, the research discovered that self-esteem is
positively correlated with mastery approach and performance-
approach goals and negatively correlated with mastery-
avoidance and performance-avoidance goals, consistent with
previous studies (Ferradás et al., 2019; Zhao et al., 2021).
Students who have low self-esteem might assess their aca-
demic competence by comparing themselves to their peers,
which may result in doubts about their ability to outperform
others and, as a result, prioritize performance-avoidance
goals. Conversely, students who set high-performance goals
may fear failure due to their inclination to tie their self-worth
to their ability to demonstrate competence. So, students with
low self-esteem may judge their academic competence based
on interpersonal standards, leading to doubt about their ability
to be evaluated as better than others and redirecting their pri-
orities to focus on performance-avoidance goals (Atta et al.,
2024b; Korn & Elliot, 2016).

The study also found a significant relationship between
insufficient monthly expenses and defensive pessimism,
goal orientation, and self-esteem, suggesting that low-income
students may have lower self-esteem, which motivates them
to prove their intellectual abilities and improve their financial
situation.

The study found that first-year university students exhib-
ited higher levels of defensive pessimism than those in
later academic years. This may be due to their enthusiasm
for embarking on a new educational journey and their moti-
vation to achieve independence and improve their perfor-
mance. Tables also showed that participants with previous
academic failure had higher levels of defensive pessimism
and goal orientation. This may be due to their disappointment
from the last failure and their desire to avoid repeating it.

Finally, the current study highlights the complex relation-
ships between defensive pessimism, goal orientation, and
self-esteem in nursing students. While defensive pessimism
may be an effective strategy for some students, it is essential
to consider the potential impact on students’ self-worth and
motivation.
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Strength and Limitation
Despite the present study revealing the relationship between
defensive pessimism, goal orientation, and self-esteem
among university nursing students, it is important to acknowl-
edge its limitations. The study’s reliance on self-reported mea-
sures may have introduced subjectivity and bias, potentially
skewing the accuracy of participants’ reported attitudes and
behaviors. Additionally, since the research was conducted at
a single institution, the findings may not be generalizable to
other nursing programs with different student populations or
academic cultures. Moreover, the exclusive focus on nursing
students leaves it uncertain whether these results would be
applicable to students in other healthcare programs, other aca-
demic fields, or practicing professionals. Another limitation is
the lack of study covariates, which could have provided a more
nuanced understanding of the relationships examined.
Furthermore, the absence of linear regression analysis limits
the study’s ability to determine the predictive value of defen-
sive pessimism and goal orientation on self-esteem.

To address the limitations identified in this study, it is rec-
ommended that future research be replicated across various
nursing schools and healthcare programs to enhance the gen-
eralizability of the findings. Additionally, future studies
should incorporate covariates and employ linear regression
analysis to gain a deeper understanding of the predictive rela-
tionships between defensive pessimism, goal orientation, and
self-esteem. It is also suggested that workshops be conducted
for nursing educators and administrators to raise awareness
of these psychological factors and their impact on student
well-being and academic performance. Furthermore, devel-
oping and implementing targeted workshops to equip stu-
dents with effective coping strategies for managing stress
and anxiety is crucial. Creating a conducive learning environ-
ment that reduces stressors and fosters self-esteem among
students should be a priority for educators and faculty admin-
istrators. Last, longitudinal studies are recommended to
follow up on students’ levels of defensive pessimism, goal
orientation, and self-esteem throughout their academic
journey, providing valuable insights into how these factors
evolve and influence academic and professional outcomes
over time.

Implication for Practice
Defensive pessimism is a coping mechanism that involves
setting low self-expectations to manage anxiety and stress.
At the same time, goal orientation refers to individuals’moti-
vation to achieve their objectives. The study found a negative
correlation between defensive pessimism and self-esteem,
while goal orientation had a positive association with self-
esteem among nursing students. These results suggest that
nursing educators should promote a positive goal orientation
and discourage defensive pessimism as a coping mechanism
among nursing students. Doing so could enhance students’

self-esteem and well-being, leading to better academic and
clinical performance.

Additionally, the research highlights the significant role of
self-esteem in nursing education and practice. Nursing stu-
dents with high self-esteem may be more motivated to
learn and achieve their goals, resulting in improved patient
outcomes and better quality of care. Therefore, nursing edu-
cators should strive to create an environment that fosters self-
esteem and encourages goal-oriented behavior among
nursing students.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the study revealed that more than half of the
nursing students exhibited low levels of defensive pessimism
and goal orientation, along with moderate levels of self-
esteem. The findings also highlighted a positive significant
correlation between defensive pessimism and goal orienta-
tion, indicating that students who engage in defensive pessi-
mism may use it as a strategy to motivate themselves toward
achieving their academic goals. However, the negative sig-
nificant correlations found between defensive pessimism
and self-esteem, as well as between self-esteem and goal ori-
entation, suggest that low self-esteem may undermine both
goal-setting and the effective use of defensive pessimism as
a coping mechanism. These findings have important implica-
tions for nursing education, suggesting the need for targeted
interventions to enhance self-esteem and promote healthy
goal-setting strategies among nursing students. By address-
ing these psychological factors, educators can better
support students’ academic success and overall well-being.
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