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Abstract: Although achievement goals have been the subject of much study about their implications
for learning and performance, interest has been less marked in understanding their precursors,
particularly those linked to students’ personal characteristics. In this study, we examine the role
of a defensive pessimism strategy as a mediator and moderator of the relationships between
self-esteem and achievement goals in a sample of 1028 university students. Analysis of mediation
and moderation was performed using the PROCESS macro within SPSS. The results showed that
defensive pessimism partially mediates and moderates the effect of self-esteem on approach goals
(learning and performance). We found no significant mediation or moderation effect for defensive
pessimism in the relationship between self-esteem and performance-avoidance goals. These findings
suggest that defensive pessimism is an effective strategy to encourage motivational involvement in
students with low self-esteem in the academic context.
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1. Introduction

In keeping with the emerging field of the psychology of sustainability and sustainable
development [1], in recent years there has been growing interest in the study of personal resources
(cognitive, affective, emotional, etc.) that encourage young people’s successful adaptation and positive
development in the academic environment, despite the difficulties they may encounter [2,3]. In this
context, and in light of their significant impact on students’ cognitive, affective, and behavioral
regulation [4], goals have been the focus of considerable attention in psychoeducational research.
One of the most prominent approaches in the study of goals in academic contexts is achievement goal
theory (AGT) [5] according to which the motivations and intentions that guide students’ involvement
in learning underlie how they evaluate competency and success.

From this perspective, AGT makes the distinction between learning goals and performance
goals [6]. The former includes those students who judge their competence self-referentially, focusing on
developing their own skills as students as much as possible. Students oriented towards performance
goals evaluate competency in relation to external standards, prioritizing the demonstration of their
academic skills or outperforming their classmates [7].

This initial approach-based differentiation was later extended with the inclusion of equivalent
avoidance goals (learning-avoidance goals, and performance-avoidance goals), based on the thinking
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that some students were not oriented towards success, but rather towards avoiding failure and
incompetence. Students who adopt learning-avoidance goals focus on preventing loss of previously
acquired skills or learning, whereas students with performance-avoidance goals would aim to avoid
underperforming their classmates or seeming less competent in the eyes of others [8].

In general, there is consensus about the wide range of emotional and academic benefits of adopting
learning-approach goals, in contrast to the greater dysfunctionality of avoidance goals—e.g., use of
surface learning strategies, poor persistence in the face of difficulties, little help-seeking, burnout,
and poor academic performance [9–14]. The consequences associated with performance-approach
goals, however, have been more controversial, even though it seems that this goal orientation produces
adaptive results when the student’s objective is to outperform their classmates rather than appear
highly competent [15].

The significant amount of research about the consequences of adopting the various goal orientations
contrasts with the little attention that has been paid to its precursors [16], especially those related to
students’ personal characteristics. In view of that, in this study, we examine the effect of self-esteem
on university students’ achievement goals. More specifically, we aim to assess whether this effect is
mediated and moderated by the strategy of defensive pessimism.

1.1. Self-Esteem and Achievement Goals

Self-esteem refers to how much somebody appreciates and likes themselves and perceives
themselves to be a valuable person [17]. This self-referential judgment has a significant impact on
personal [18] and academic adjustment [19], both in motivational and performance terms [20,21].
In this regard, self-esteem is a powerful motivator for students to pursue academic goals [22].

Studies in samples of secondary-school [23–25] and university students [26–31] show that self-esteem
is positively related to learning-approach goals and negatively related to performance-avoidance goals.
However, the relationship between self-esteem and performance-approach goals has thrown up more
questions, as both positive [30,32,33] and negative [31,34] relationships have been shown between
these variables.

1.2. The Need to Protect Self-Worth: The Relationship between Self-Esteem and Defensive Pessimism

As a rule, people with high self-esteem have feelings of self-acceptance and self-worth, which lead
them to feel more secure in their own abilities to overcome obstacles and succeed [17]. In contrast,
people with low self-esteem usually feel little self-worth, tackling tasks with low self-confidence
in succeeding [35]. These individuals, critical of their own worth as people, would be particularly
vulnerable in the face of any potential threat to their fragile image of competence [36]. In these
conditions, protecting self-esteem may be a priority, motivating some students to proactively adopt
complex strategies allowing them to dissociate a possible failure from their self-worth [37].

One of the most widespread self-protective strategies in the academic context is defensive
pessimism. Using this mechanism, the student establishes particularly low expectations of success,
despite there not being a notable history of failure that would justify such expectations [38].
These unfounded expectations are a self-protective shield for feelings of self-worth [39] in that
reduced expectations help the student to effectively manage their anxiety. In effect, this painstaking
“thinking through” [40] (p.82) that defensive pessimists do is a motivational spur to prepare and plan
how to avoid the failure [41], which often results in good academic performance [42], albeit at the cost
of experiencing significant long-term emotional harm [43].

Considering that self-protection is more common in people with low self-esteem [44,45], it seems
plausible to think that students with low self-esteem will be more tempted to adopt the strategy of
defensive pessimism than students with high self-esteem. The few studies to date seem to suggest
this, noting that defensive pessimists usually harbor negative thoughts about themselves [40]. In fact,
in comparative terms, students who use this strategy usually exhibit lower levels of self-esteem than
optimistic students [46], which would indicate that their assessments of self-esteem are far from high,
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or at least, are unstable [47]. In line with this thesis, Ferradás et al. [48] recently found defensive
pessimism to be related to motivational profiles in university students with low self-esteem.

1.3. Self-Esteem, Defensive Pessimism, and Achievement Goals

From the motivational perspective, research has attempted to clarify the role of defensive pessimism
in students’ reasons and purposes for engaging in tasks. In conformance with the motivational
duality underlying defensive pessimism, based on the combination of a cognitive commitment to
avoiding failure and behavioral involvement in achieving successful performance [49], studies in this
regard have associated this strategy with both performance-approach and performance-avoidance
goals [47,50–52]. The relationship between defensive pessimism and learning-approach goals is not
so clear. Whereas some studies [47,50] report this relationship to be negative, others [39,48] have
concluded that in defensively pessimistic students there would be a desire to learn, in combination
with intentions (approach and avoidance) to perform.

In light of the reviewed literature, it is possible that in those students who are particularly keen
to protect their feelings of self-worth via the use of defensive pessimism this strategy would have
a mediating effect between self-esteem and achievement goals. This mediating effect would mean
that the relationship between self-esteem and achievement goals would be at least partially indirect,
via defensive pessimism. Based on this, and the results of previous research, we have established the
following hypotheses (see Figure 1):
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Hypothesis 1 (H1). Self-esteem will be a negative predictor of defensive pessimism and performance-avoidance
goals, and a positive predictor of approach goals (learning and performance).

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Defensive pessimism will be a positive predictor of the three achievement goals considered
(learning-approach, performance-approach, and performance-avoidance).

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Self-esteem will have a direct positive effect on learning-approach goals and an indirect
negative effect (via defensive pessimism). In other words, the lower the self-esteem, the greater the tendency to
use defensive pessimism and the greater the adoption of learning-approach goals.

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Self-esteem will have direct and indirect (via defensive pessimism) positive effects on
performance-approach goals.

Hypothesis 5 (H5). Self-esteem will have direct and indirect (via defensive pessimism) negative effects on
performance-avoidance goals.

The proposed hypotheses suggest the possibility that the direction or intensity of the effect
of self-esteem on achievement goals are affected by defensive pessimism. This would mean that,
in addition to the mediating effect, defensive pessimism has a moderating effect (see Figure 2). In this
regard, we propose the following hypotheses:
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Hypothesis 6 (H6). The sign of the relationship between self-esteem and learning-approach goals will be affected
by the scores in defensive pessimism: the relationship will be positive for lower values of defensive pessimism and
negative for higher values.

Hypothesis 7 (H7). The intensity of the relationship between self-esteem and performance-approach goals
will be affected by the scores in defensive pessimism: the relationship will be stronger the higher the values of
defensive pessimism.

Hypothesis 8 (H8). The intensity of the relationship between self-esteem and performance-avoidance goals
will be affected by the scores in defensive pessimism: the relationship will be stronger the higher the values of
defensive pessimism.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Participants

Using convenience sampling, we recruited a sample of 1028 students (Mage = 21.36, SDage = 3.81;
887 women, 141 men) at the University of A Coruña (Spain). Over two-thirds (718; 69.8%) were studying
for bachelor’s degrees in education sciences (teaching, social education, and speech therapy) and
almost a third (310; 30.2%) were studying healthcare sciences (nursing, podiatry, and physiotherapy).
The participants were relatively evenly spread in terms of which year of the course they were on,
with 382 (37.2%) in their first year, 334 (32.5%) in their second year, and 312 (30.3%) in their third year.

2.2. Instruments

Self-esteem was assessed using the Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale [17], in its validated Spanish
version [53]. It is made up of 10 items (e.g., “I feel that I have a number of good qualities”) to which
participants record their agreement on a five-point Likert-type scale, such that scores closer to five
indicate higher levels of self-esteem. In our study, the scale demonstrated internal consistency of
α = 0.88 andω = 0.89 (95% CI (0.88, 0.90)).

Defensive pessimism was measured using the Spanish adaptation of the Defensive Pessimism
Questionnaire (12 items; e.g., “I imagine how I would feel if things went badly”) [54]. Responses are
recorded on a Likert-type scale from one to five, such that a higher score indicates higher levels
of self-reported defensive pessimism. The internal consistency of the instrument in our study was
α = 0.89 andω = 0.89 (95% CI (0.88, 0.90))
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Achievement goals. The three achievement goals considered in this study were evaluated using the
Goal Orientation Scale [33] in its Spanish version [55]. In this scale, learning-approach goals (six items)
assess how much the student is focused on learning and understanding tasks (e.g., “What I learn
in class makes me want to learn more”). Performance-approach goals (five items) are evaluated in
their normative aspect (demonstrating greater competencies than others; e.g., “For me, it is important
to manage work that other students cannot manage”). Performance-avoidance goals (six items) are
evaluated on the appearance aspect (avoiding negative social judgment; e.g., “For me, the worst
thing about making mistakes at university is that other students may notice”) according to the
characterization of achievement goals by Hulleman et al. [56]. The participants record their responses
on a Likert-type scale from one to five, such that scores closer to five indicate greater orientation to the
achievement goal assessed. In our study, the three factors demonstrated adequate internal consistency:
learning-approach goals, α = 0.79,ω = 0.79 (95% CI (0.77, 0.81)); performance-approach goals, α = 0.85,
ω = 0.85 (95% CI (0.83, 0.86)); performance-avoidance goals, α = 0.80,ω = 0.80 (95% CI (0.78, 0.82)).

2.3. Procedure

We held a meeting with the teachers and managers of the departments and faculties potentially
involved in the study to inform them of the study objectives and to request their participation.
Once we had their consent, we carried out data collection during normal teaching times. We asked
the students for their voluntary, unbiased collaboration, and asked them to answer the questions
honestly. We informed them of the confidentiality and anonymity of the information being collected
and obtained their written informed consent in compliance with the University of A Coruña ethical
research protocols (UDC Ethical Code of Research 27/02/2019) and the Declaration of Helsinki.

2.4. Data Analysis

The statistical analysis of the model of mediation–moderation (see Figures 1 and 2) was as follows.
First, descriptive statistics were calculated (mean, standard deviation, asymmetry, and kurtosis) along
with the (Pearson) correlation matrix for the study variables. Secondly, to test the proposed hypotheses,
we performed an analysis of mediation and moderation using the PROCESS macro in the SPSS
statistical package [57].

3. Results

3.1. Descriptive Statistics and Analysis of Correlations

Table 1 gives the descriptive statistics and the Pearson correlation matrix for the variables in
the study. The indices of asymmetry and kurtosis indicate that all variables met the criteria for
normality [58]. In addition, all of the bivariate correlations were statistically significant (p < 0.001).
We also performed Bartlett’s sphericity test, demonstrating that all of the variables were sufficiently
intercorrelated (χ2(15) = 2203.53, p < 0.001).

3.2. Analysis of Mediation

The mediating effect of defensive pessimism was assessed via the Bootstrap estimation procedure.
Given that estimations of indirect effects do not generally follow a normal distribution, and following
the recommendations from MacKinnon et al. [59], we used a Bootstrap sample of 5000 cases and a
confidence interval of 95% to assess the mediation effect. Table 2 shows the direct, indirect, and total
effects of the mediation analysis.
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Table 1. Means, standard deviations, asymmetry, kurtosis, and correlations for the study variables.

1 2 3 4 5

1. SE —
2. DP −0.59 *** —
3. LG −0.12 *** 0.28 *** —
4. PApG −0.46 *** 0.43 ***

−0.18 *** —
5. PAvG −0.22 *** 0.11 ***

−0.37 *** 0.56 *** —
M 3.41 2.35 3.24 3.30 3.24
SD 0.52 0.87 1.00 0.93 0.87
Asymmetry −0.39 0.83 −0.45 −0.51 −0.60
Kurtosis −1.41 −0.49 −0.65 −0.71 0.05

Note: SE = self-esteem; DP = defensive pessimism; LG = learning-approach goals; PApG = performance-approach
goals; PAvG = performance-avoidance goals; *** p < 0.001.

Table 2. Results of mediation analysis.

Model Description Coef. SE t p LCI UCI

Dependent variable: LG

Direct effect
SE→ DP −0.995 0.042 −23.549 0.000 −1.078 −0.912
SE→ LG 0.145 0.071 2.016 0.044 0.003 0.286
DP→ LG 0.368 0.042 8.620 0.000 0.284 0.452

Indirect effect
SE→ DP→ LG −0.367 0.049 — — −0.463 −0.263

Total effect −0.222 0.060 −3.705 0.000 −0.340 −0.104

Dependent variable: PApG

Direct effect
SE→ PApG −.557 0.060 −9.203 0.000 −0.676 −0.438
DP→ PApG 0.261 0.036 7.246 0.000 0.190 0.332

Indirect effect
SE→ DP→ PApG −0.260 0.035 — — –0.331 −0.192

Total effect −0.818 0.050 −16.345 0.000 −0.916 −0.719

Dependent variable: PAvG

Direct effect
SE→ PAvG −0.388 0.063 −6.090 0.000 −0.513 −0.263
DP→ PAvG −0.025 0.037 −0.684 0.493 −0.100 0.048

Indirect effect
SE→ DP→ PAvG 0.025 0.035 — — −0.043 0.096

Total effect −0.362 0.051 −7.057 0.000 −0.462 −0.261

Note: SE = self-esteem; DP = defensive pessimism; LG = learning-approach goals; PApG = performance-approach
goals; PAvG = performance-avoidance goals; LCI = lower confidence interval (95%); UCI = upper confidence
interval (95%).

With regard to the learning-approach goals, the data confirmed the initial hypothesis stating that
defensive pessimism partially mediated the effect of self-esteem on learning goals. In this regard,
as Table 2 shows, self-esteem had a significant direct effect both on defensive pessimism and on
learning-approach goals. For defensive pessimism, this effect was negative (b = −0.995; p < 0.001),
whereas the effect on learning-approach goals was positive (b = 0.145; p < 0.05). In addition, defensive
pessimism had a significant direct positive effect (b = 0.368; p < 0.001) on learning-approach goals.
There was also a significant indirect effect of self-esteem on learning-approach goals via defensive
pessimism, (b = −0.367; 95% CI (−0.463, −0.263)). The confidence interval does not include the value
zero, which indicates that this indirect effect was statistically significant. However, unlike the direct
effect, in this indirect case, the effect was negative.
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We also confirmed the hypothesized partial mediating effect of defensive pessimism on the
relationship between self-esteem and performance-approach goals, although not in the direction we
initially hypothesized. Self-esteem had a significant negative effect on performance-approach goals,
both directly (b = −0.557; p < 0.001) and indirectly (b = −0.260; 95% CI (−0.331, −0.192)). We also found,
as expected, a significant direct positive effect of defensive pessimism on performance-approach goals
(b = 0.261; p < 0.001).

Finally, the data did not support our initial hypothesis about the partial mediating effect of
defensive pessimism on performance-avoidance goals. We found that self-esteem had a significant
direct negative effect on performance-avoidance goals (b = −0.388; p < 0.001), but there was no
indirect effect through defensive pessimism (b = 0.025; 95% CI (−0.043, −0.096)). In this latter case,
the confidence interval includes zero, indicating that the indirect effect was not statistically significant.
In addition, we saw no significant direct effect of defensive pessimism on performance-avoidance goals
(b = −0.025; p > 0.05), although the total effect of the model was statistically significant (b = −0.362;
p < 0.001).

3.3. Analysis of Moderation

The next step was to analyze the role of defensive pessimism as a moderator of the relationship
between self-esteem and achievement goals. The aim was to examine whether the strength or direction
of this relationship was significantly affected by the scores for defensive pessimism. The results of this
moderation analysis are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Results of moderation analysis.

Model Description Coef. SE t p LCI UCI

Dependent variable: LG

SE x DP→ LG −0.457 0.083 −5.493 0.000 −0.621 −0.294
Conditional effect of SE on LG for different values of the moderator (DP)

DP = 1.545 0.490 0.094 5.174 0.000 0.304 0.675
DP = 2.000 0.282 0.075 3.754 0.000 0.134 0.430
DP = 3.545 −0.425 0.125 −3.381 0.000 −0.671 −0.178

Dependent variable:
PApG

SE x DP→ PApG −0.287 0.070 −4.066 0.000 −0.426 −0.148
Conditional effect of SE on PApG for different values of the moderator (DP)

DP = 1.545 −.340 0.080 −4.240 0.000 −0.498 −0.183
DP = 2.000 −0.471 0.063 −7.392 0.000 −0.596 −0.346
DP = 3.545 −0.915 0.106 −8.590 0.000 −1.124 −0.706

Dependent variable:
PAvG

SE x DP→ PAvG 0.103 0.074 1.386 0.165 −0.043 0.250

Note: SE = self-esteem; DP = defensive pessimism; LG = learning-approach goals; PApG = performance-approach
goals; PAvG = performance-avoidance goals; LCI = lower confidence interval (95%); UCI = upper confidence
interval (95%).

In terms of the moderating effect of defensive pessimism on the relationship between self-esteem
and learning-approach goals, we found that this effect (SE x DP) was statistically significant (b = −0.457;
p < 0.001) and significantly increased the variance explained by self-esteem (change in R2 = 0.026,
F (1,1024) = 30.182, p < 0.001). On examining the conditional effect of self-esteem on learning-approach
goals as a function of the values for defensive pessimism, the data confirmed our hypothesis about this
effect being positive and significant with low (b = 0.490; p < 0.001) or moderate (b = 0.282; p < 0.001)
scores in defensive pessimism, and negative and significant with high scores in defensive pessimism
(b = −0.425; p < 0.001).
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With the performance-approach goals, there was an interaction effect between self-esteem and
defensive pessimism for this type of achievement goal (b = –0.287; p < 0.001). There was a statistically
significant increase in the variance explained by self-esteem on the inclusion of defensive pessimism as
a moderator (change R2 = 0.012, F (1,1024) = 16.539, p < 0.001). The conditional effect of self-esteem
on performance-approach goals was statistically significant for all the values of defensive pessimism
examined, and the effect was progressively stronger the higher the score in defensive pessimism.

The data did not confirm our hypothesis regarding the moderating effect of defensive pessimism in
the relationship between self-esteem and performance-avoidance goals (b = 0.103; p > 0.05). The increase
in variance explained by self-esteem on the introduction of defensive pessimism as a moderating
variable was not statistically significant (change in R2 = 0.001, F (1,1024) = 1.923, p > 0.05).

4. Discussion

In this study, we examined the roles of self-esteem and defensive pessimism as determinants of the
three most commonly studied achievement goals in the academic environment—learning-approach,
performance-approach, and performance-avoidance [24]. With the extent to which self-esteem has
been found to be closely linked to feelings of self-worth [17], it seems important to study how far the
need to protect self-esteem can significantly influence the relationship between students’ judgments
about themselves and the achievement goals they adopt. With that intention, our study analyzed the
role of defensive pessimism specifically as a mediator and moderator in that relationship.

Our results showed that, in line with our initial hypothesis, self-esteem has a direct effect on both
defensive pessimism and achievement goals. The effect is negative on defensive pessimism, suggesting
that the lower the self-esteem, the greater the likelihood of students adopting defensive pessimism as a
strategy and vice versa. This finding is consistent with previous research [40,46,48] and confirms the
thesis that people with low self-esteem are more inclined to self-protect their self-worth [44,45].

The results also showed, in line with expectations, self-esteem to have a significant positive direct
effect on learning-approach goals, and a negative effect on performance-avoidance goals. These findings
suggest that, as noted by other studies [26,27,29–31], high self-esteem encourages students’ desire
to involve themselves in academic activity in order to improve their skills and abilities. In contrast,
students with low self-esteem, thus, critical of their own self-worth, seek to avoid socially exposing
their, self-perceived, poor competence.

On the other hand, with respect to the direct effect of self-esteem on performance-approach goals,
in contrast to our hypothesis, we found a significant negative effect. Previous studies have produced
inconsistent results about the relationship between these variables, showing both positive [30,32,33]
and negative [31,34] relationships. Our data seem to align with the latter position. Assuming that in
our study, the performance-approach goals were evaluated with a normative approach (demonstrating
that one is more capable than other classmates), it seems that beneath this need to appear competent
lies weak self-esteem which would need to be bolstered by achieving a good performance which would
allow others to see greater competence. However, students with high self-esteem would not be as
concerned about demonstrating their competence as much as developing it, which would explain its
weaker involvement in performance-approach goals.

Our results indicate that self-esteem has not only a direct effect on achievement goals, but also an
indirect effect through defensive pessimism. In this regard, we confirmed our hypothesis about the
mediating and moderating role of this self-protective strategy, albeit only partially, as this mediating
and moderating effect was not evident in all of the cases we expected.

With learning-approach goals, the data indicate that defensive pessimism partially mediates the
effect of self-esteem on this motivational orientation, however, the sign of the effect is the opposite of the
direct effect. This indicates that, although low self-esteem would directly inhibit orientation towards
learning-approach goals, in those students who adopt a strategy of defensive pessimism to safeguard
their self-worth against potential failure, the desire for learning and enhancing academic competencies
continues to be high. In fact, the results of the moderation analysis confirm that the use of defensive



Sustainability 2020, 12, 7531 9 of 14

pessimism significantly changes the sign of the relationship between self-esteem and learning-approach
goals such that, when this self-protective strategy is not used, or is not used diligently, low self-esteem
would be a negative predictor of motivation to learn. However, low self-esteem would not be an
obstacle to students involving themselves in academic tasks in order to learn for those who regularly
resort to defensive pessimism.

The mediating and moderating role of defensive pessimism in the relationship between self-esteem
and learning-approach goals seems to indicate that although this strategy is usually “activated” in
ego-threatening situations [60], those where there is a strong concern about performance, in defensive
pessimists, despite their low self-esteem, there is a desire for personal improvement, as has been noted
in some previous studies [39,48,54]. Therefore, in the light of our findings, defensive pessimism is
a strategic mechanism for students with low self-esteem to face academic work with the desire to
improve their own skills as students.

With performance-approach goals, our results support the mediating and moderating role of
defensive pessimism on the effect of self-esteem on this motivational orientation, although not in
the hypothesized sense. Both directly and via the adoption of defensive pessimism, low self-esteem
encourages students’ tendencies to involve themselves in their work with the desire to stand out
academically. In addition, this tendency would be significantly stronger the more the student adopted
defensive pessimism. This finding gives rise to various readings. On the one hand, it seems that
the desire to achieve is present in students who adopt the strategy of defensive pessimism [50,51],
to the extent that outperforming their classmates is used as a reference point to calibrate their own
competence as students [39]. On the other hand, it is possible that defensively pessimistic students
strategically use their self-referential negative thoughts as motivation to work hard in order to avoid
the failure that they predict they will suffer [47,61], which would explain their orientation towards
performance-approach goals.

Finally, contrary to our hypothesis, the data do not support the mediating and moderating role
of defensive pessimism in the relationship between self-esteem and performance-avoidance goals.
More specifically, our data show the effect of self-esteem on this goal orientation to only be direct,
and defensive pessimism is not a significant predictor of performance-avoidance goals. This was a
surprising result, as previous research [51,52,62] has stressed the existence of a motivational pattern
of performance-avoidance in students who were defensively pessimistic. It is possible that the
discrepancy between our findings and those from other studies is more about the operationalization of
the performance-avoidance goals in our study (i.e., avoiding negative social judgment about one’s
competence). In this regard, it seems that underlying the fear of poor performance displayed by
defensive pessimists there is a self-protective motive rather than a concern about the negative opinions
of others [63]. Consequently, future studies should examine whether defensive pessimism could
mediate and/or moderate the relationship between self-esteem and performance-avoidance goals when
the latter alludes to a genuine concern about avoiding performing below certain self-imposed standards.

4.1. Psycho-Educational and Health Implications

Our study has some significant psycho-educational and health implications. The data seem
to indicate that low self-esteem in itself would reduce students’ tendencies to involve themselves
in academic activity with approach intent for learning reasons. In contrast, low self-esteem would
foster cognitive, affective, and behavioral involvement in the students focused on their social image of
competence (either pursuing performance-approach or performance-avoidance goals). To the extent
that these goal tendencies usually bring with them significant academic and/or emotional harm for the
student [9,12,13,15], low self-esteem is a motivational risk factor.

However, our findings suggest that defensive pessimism could be an effective strategic mechanism
for students with low self-esteem to encourage their approach involvement in academic work,
whether with the intention of self-improvement or achieving good performance. Considering the
academic benefits of these two goal orientations, one might assume that defensive pessimism is
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a particularly adaptive strategy for students with low self-esteem. In fact, defensive pessimism is
associated with high levels of effort, deep learning, and self-regulation in the academic context [46,64,65].

That said, in order to assess the fitness of defensive pessimism, it is essential to bear in mind
the notable harm to the students’ psychological health that using it repeatedly can cause in the
long term [41,43,66]. These damaging effects not only move defensive pessimism away from being
considered an optimal regulation strategy [50], they also justify the need to pay specific psychological
attention to these university students, as other studies have noted [67] in accordance with the importance
placed on the promotion of wellbeing and good health in all stages of life, established in Sustainable
Development Goal nº 3 [68].

In this regard, some psycho-educational guidelines have been suggested that improve perceived
control, at the same time as reducing evaluative threat, and with that the need for students to prioritize
protecting their self-worth [39,69,70]. Measures that teachers can take include: (a) encouraging
teaching–learning processes that stimulate individual improvement and cooperative learning
(rather than competition), (b) emphasize the students’ worth regardless of their academic performance
(e.g., their personal strengths), (c) be explicit about the processes the students should follow to
satisfactorily complete tasks and achieve set objectives, and (d) encourage the students to analyze their
results in light of their efforts and their proper or improper use of strategies (rather than attributing
this to personal capability). Through these initiatives, the student would develop a set of essential
personal skills and resources for effectively managing their day-to-day problems and challenges [71].
To the extent that they encourage adaptive personal and professional development, these types of “soft
skills” [72] would, in short, contribute to quality education, set out as one of the supporting pillars of
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development [68].

4.2. Limitations of the Study and Future Lines of Research

The contributions from this study should be weighed in light of some limitations. Firstly, it is
not possible to determine causal relationships using a transversal study. New studies are needed
which investigate this possible causal link using more rigorous designs (e.g., longitudinal designs).
Secondly, the sampling procedure limits the possible extrapolation of the findings to the university
students’ population as a whole. Thirdly, the exclusive use of self-report measures may mean biases
in obtaining valid, reliable data, which means that more studies are needed to compare this study’s
findings using complementary data collection methods (e.g., thorough interviews with students and
teachers, observation scales). Finally, it is important to note that defensive pessimism is not the only
self-protective strategy used in the academic context; future studies should investigate the role played
by other strategies (e.g., self-handicapping) in mediating or moderating the relationships between
self-esteem and achievement goals. With regard to these latter points, it would also be interesting
for future research to analyze the effect of self-esteem and self-protective strategies for self-worth on
other goal orientations that have been less studied, but which also apply in the academic context
(e.g., learning-avoidance goals, work-avoidance goals, social goals).

5. Conclusions

This study’s main contribution is the identification of defensive pessimism as a mediating
and moderating self-protection strategy in the relationship between student self-esteem and the
achievement goals that they adopt in the academic context. Specifically, our findings indicate that
students with low self-esteem who make a lot of use of defensive pessimism are significantly oriented
towards learning, as well as towards performing at a high level. However, their orientation towards
performance-avoidance goals is significantly reduced. Given this, defensive pessimism can be assumed
to be a motivationally adaptive self-protection strategy for students with low self-esteem.
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