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Abstract
Students face frequent formal and informal tests, both in the academic context and 
social life. On each of these occasions, they risk falling short of their own or others’ 
expectations. Facing failure is a psychological challenge, and people can react with 
defensive strategies, which may have negative consequences. Here we investigated 
the role of self-esteem as a possible buffer against these defensive strategies. Previ-
ous research has demonstrated that, in the face of failure, individuals with discrepant 
(fragile: high explicit and low implicit, or damaged: high implicit and low explicit) 
self-esteem are more likely to engage in defensive mechanisms than individuals with 
consistent implicit and explicit self-esteem. Two studies investigate the relationship 
between implicit and explicit self-esteem and two defensive strategies against the 
threat of failure: subjective overachievement and retroactive excuses. In Study 1 
(N = 176 high school students), we find an association between fragile self-esteem 
and subjective overachievement. In Study 2 (N = 101 university students), damaged 
self-esteem is related to the increased use of retroactive excuses as a form of self-
serving bias. These results add to the growing body of evidence documenting the 
maladaptive nature of fragile and damaged self-esteem.
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1  Introduction

In everyday life, students encounter many situations where they are put to the 
test. The educational settings are characterized by learning assessments. In social 
interactions, adolescents and emerging adults have to try out and refine their 
social skills. At times, their performance falls short of their expectations and 
wishes or those others set out for them. Facing failure is a challenge, both from 
the practical and psychological perspectives. For instance, a student who fails an 
exam has to form a strategy to achieve a better level of preparation and man-
age the possible implication of the result for self-evaluation. Indeed failing, or 
performing below one’s expectations, can influence mood, affect, and emotional 
states (Nummenmaa & Niemi, 2004), threaten the sense of self-worth (Crocker 
& Wolfe, 2001), and is associated with adverse outcomes in psychological well-
being in the longer term: Longitudinal studies connect failure at younger ages 
with clinical depression in adulthood (McCarty et al., 2008), and important fail-
ures on one’s job may engender adverse reactions such as shame and anxiety, 
enhancing the risk of further mistakes (Sirriyeh et al., 2010).

An unfavorable outcome that might suggest a lack of valuable skills poses a 
threat to self-esteem and to the self-enhancement motive, which is the motiva-
tion to maintain, boost, and preserve a positive self-view (Sedikides & Gregg, 
2008). A person can enact various defensive strategies for self-protection against 
the negative psychological consequences of failure (Campbell & Sedikides, 1999; 
Cramer, 2015; Oleson et  al., 2000). The present research investigates the rela-
tionship between defense strategies and self-esteem. Self-esteem is an interper-
sonal difference dimension particularly relevant to reactions to failure and nega-
tive feedback. To give a few recent examples, Beekman and colleagues (2017) 
investigated a sample of young adult women. They found that the negative impact 
of social rejection on affect and restrictive eating was increased for participants 
with lower self-esteem levels. Similarly, Tobia and colleagues (2017) showed 
that, after social exclusion, children with lower relational self-esteem scores per-
formed worse on a logical reasoning task.

The study focuses on defensive strategies to deal with the request to succeed, 
with samples of adolescents and emerging adults. Adolescence, the life stage 
between childhood and adulthood, commonly situated between 10 and 20 years 
of age (and expanded adolescence between 10 and 25 years; Sawyer et al., 2018), 
is characterized by biological maturation and social role transition. One of its 
main tasks is to develop a clear identity, which is closely related to well-being 
(Branje, 2022). The subsequent phase of emerging adulthood, mainly between 18 
and 29 years old, transitions into adulthood. These two developmental stages are 
characterized by changes and instability (Arnett, 2014; Maree & Twigge, 2016). 
Adolescents and emerging adults have to make important choices, and often 
experience confusion, stress, and uncertainty; these life stages are characterized 
by an increase of psychological difficulties such as anxiety and impaired self-
esteem (Olenik-Shemesh et  al., 2018). Emerging adults’ difficulties in defining 
themselves negatively impact their psychosocial well-being (Baggio et al., 2017). 
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In these stages of life, the request to be successful can be particularly exacting, as 
individuals deal with the challenges of forming a coherent sense of identity and 
building positive self-esteem and self-efficacy (Arnett, 2014; Erol & Orth, 2011; 
Porfeli & Lee, 2012; Schunk & Meece, 2006; Schwarz et  al., 2010). Moreover, 
adolescents confront frequent occasions in which their abilities are subjected to 
verification and there is the risk of failure. In education settings, students face 
graded interrogations and tests; moreover, the occasions where they have to speak 
in front of the class or teachers ask questions can be perceived as situations in 
which their skills are challenged. Furthermore, they must develop new social 
competencies and try them out in the social arena, at the risk of doing or saying 
the wrong thing in front of their peers. Especially in these life stages, inadequate 
strategies to cope with actual or feared failures hinder the possibility of solving 
one’s self-doubts and forming a solid sense of one’s abilities. This interferes with 
the critical task of identity formation (Becht et al., 2021). These are also phases 
where practitioners and educators most probably have more room for intervention 
than in subsequent moments of life. A better understanding of the characteristics 
and correlates of defensive strategies at such ages of life can increase theoretical 
knowledge. Perhaps more importantly, it can help identify individuals at higher 
risk of coping inadequately with failure and develop interventions to support 
them in forming more adequate strategies.

1.1 � Self‑esteem and self‑esteem discrepancies

Self-esteem has been defined in various ways, mostly having a common core in 
the idea that it consists of an evaluation of oneself and in the sense of one’s self-
worth. Initially, self-esteem was typically conceived as a unitary concept, but vari-
ous authors have recently proposed that it may have different manifestations (Car-
raro et al., 2013). The differentiation between implicit and explicit self-esteem has 
proven particularly useful. ​​This perspective distinguishes between a more controlled 
evaluation of one’s self-worth based on an intentional self-appraisal (i.e., explicit 
self-esteem—ESE) and a more spontaneous affective reaction toward the self (i.e., 
implicit self-esteem—ISE). ESE is typically investigated through self-reported ques-
tionnaires, such as the Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale (RSES; Rosenberg, 1965). ISE 
is generally assessed through associative measures like the Implicit Association 
Test (Greenwald & Farnham, 2000) or spontaneous evaluations of stimuli associ-
ated with the self, most notably the initials of one’s name in the Name Letter Task 
(NLT; Lebel & Gawronski, 2009). Implicit and explicit expressions of self-esteem 
can be inconsistent (Zeigler-Hill & Jordan, 2010; Zeigler-Hill et al., 2011a, 2011b), 
which is considered maladaptive (Schröder-Abé et  al., 2007a, 2007b). Some indi-
viduals describe themselves in highly favorable terms in controlled self-evaluations. 
Still, their spontaneous reactions suggest a less positive implicit self-esteem: Their 
self-esteem is considered fragile, insecure, and vulnerable to threat. This personal-
ity setup is associated with unrealistic optimism and an idealized self-view (Bosson 
et al., 2003), and with an increased tendency to process threatening information with 
anger and hostility, which is considered a defensive reaction (Kernis et al., 2008). 
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There is substantial agreement that people with fragile self-esteem are more easily 
threatened by failure and less readily accept their bad qualities than individuals with 
secure high self-esteem (Bosson et al., 2003).

The other situation of inconsistency is when individuals hold low ESE and high 
ISE, or in other words, show a lower than average self-regard in responses to ques-
tionnaires but display high positivity in their automatic reactions to the self-concept. 
This condition, labeled damaged self-esteem, is thought to be present in individuals 
who initially had high self-esteem but could not meet their high self-expectations 
and, therefore, lowered their conscious self-regard. This inconsistent self-esteem 
pattern has been related to enhanced defensiveness (Schröder-Abé et  al., 2007a, 
2007b).

1.2 � Self‑esteem inconsistencies and reactions to failure

Facing a failure, or a difficult situation that could result in failure, is demanding for 
anyone, but solid self-esteem can help. Indeed, the ability to react to failure without 
being excessively conditioned indicates robust self-esteem (Lobel & Teiber, 1994; 
McFarlin & Blascovich, 1981). In front of a difficult task or negative feedback, 
individuals with secure high self-esteem will perceive the situation as a challenge 
(Seery et al., 2004), which requires commitment but can become a success. Even if 
the outcome is not the success one expects, they can cope with the negative intru-
sive thoughts associated with an ego threat (Borton et al., 2012). Therefore, we can 
expect individuals with consistent high self-esteem to cope with negative outcomes, 
or the risk of future failure, without heavy use of defensive strategies.

For those characterized by fragile self-esteem, on the contrary, failure constitutes 
a threat (Seery et al., 2004), a disruptive event, harder to cope with (see also Zeigler-
Hill et al., 2011a, 2011b). They will probably anticipate succeeding as they have a 
positive view of themselves in their more controlled reasoning, at a more reflective 
level. Still, their less positive spontaneous self-reactions may color their expecta-
tions with a shade of insecurity; the possibility of unfavorable results is a threat, as a 
failure would confirm their spontaneous insecurities. Therefore, we can expect that, 
in the face of challenging situations, individuals with fragile self-esteem take a more 
defensive position than those with solid self-esteem.

Persons with damaged self-esteem might have trouble dealing with difficult situ-
ations too, but for different reasons: These individuals hold a high expectation to 
fail, in line with their explicit low self-esteem. But, linked to the implicit high self-
esteem, a ’grain of hope’ remains: They still harbor the wish of succeeding and 
restoring a positive explicit view of themselves (Jordan et al., 2003), and interpret 
ambiguous feedback about themselves more positively (Schröder-Abé et al., 2007a, 
2007b). Therefore, even if expected, the experience of failure will still hurt. Accord-
ingly, it is plausible that these people will avoid challenging situations and adopt a 
defensive approach towards these situations. In line with this reasoning, individuals 
with damaged self-esteem show higher self-enhancement (Bosson et al., 2003) and 
higher defensiveness (Jordan et al., 2003).
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Finally, individuals with consistent low self-esteem will not have high expecta-
tions of success (Lane et al., 2004). However, they will not fear the possible failure 
they envisage as a result of the task, as this is consistent with their spontaneous reac-
tions. For this reason, we can expect consistent low self-esteem persons not to enact 
pronounced defensive dynamics.

In sum, it is plausible that people with incoherent self-esteem show more defen-
sive responses to failures and challenging tasks, even though for different reasons. 
This expectation is consistent with the literature suggesting that self-serving biases 
are stronger when self-evaluations are discrepant (Kernis, 2000). This notion has 
been supported by empirical evidence showing that inconsistency between ISE 
and ESE was related to various defensive mechanisms as, for example, giving 
more importance to those attributes that the individual believes to possess (Kernis 
et al., 2005), increased outgroup derogation (Kernis et al., 2005), positive reactions 
to ambiguous statements and more superficial examination of negative feedback 
(Schröder-Abé et al., 2007a, 2007b). Both fragile/insecure self-esteem and damaged 
self-esteem are related to defensive responses (Bosson et  al., 2003; Kernis et  al., 
2008; Schröder-Abé et al., 2007a, 2007b).

1.3 � Discrepant self‑esteem and defensive strategies in adolescence 
and emerging adulthood

Empirical evidence on the correlates of discrepant self-esteem in adolescence is 
sparse. It has been shown that discrepant self-esteem during adolescence relates to 
various important outcomes, including aggression (Sandstrom & Jordan, 2008) and 
social anxiety (Schreiber et al., 2012; van Tuijl et al., 2014). This evidence shows 
that discrepancies in self-esteem are, at the very least, a sign of difficulty in this 
critical developmental stage.

Adolescents often cope with failures and challenging tasks with self-serving 
strategies, like self-handicapping (Midgley et  al., 1996; Yu & McLellan, 2019) 
and procrastination (Klassen et  al., 2009).The existing knowledge of the relation-
ship between self-esteem discrepancies and self-defensive strategies in adolescents 
is limited, and we must rely mostly on studies conducted with adult participants. 
However, in considering such strategies, the individual’s age is an important fac-
tor (Cramer, 2015), as individuals’ level of cognitive sophistication varies with the 
development stage, and so does the structure of self-knowledge. We aim to address 
this gap in research by investigating the relationship between discrepancies and self-
defensive strategies in adolescence and emerging adulthood.

It is plausible that adolescents and emerging adults with low self-esteem make 
greater use of defensive strategies to cope with failure. Apparently contradicting 
this expectation, some empirical evidence suggests that adolescents with very high 
levels of self-esteem make excessive use of defensive strategies. For example, Rob-
ins and Beer (2001) showed that students with very high self-reported self-esteem 
reacted with a discounting strategy to the contradictory evaluations of their teach-
ers, in order to maintain their positive self-view. It is conceivable, however, that this 
pattern of reactions is the consequence of fragile self-esteem, or in other words, the 
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students resorted to the protective strategy because a consistent spontaneous sense 
of self-worth did not support their grandiose explicit self-view. More research is, 
therefore, needed to understand the relationship between self-esteem discrepancies 
and defensive strategies.

The present research focuses on two defensive strategies: subjective overachieve-
ment (i.e., a preventive strategy focalized on the avoidance of failure; Oleson et al., 
2000), and the use of self-serving biases (i.e., retroactively explaining failure away 
once it has occurred; Campbell & Sedikides, 1999, p. 23). Both strategies have the 
negative side-effect of limiting the possibility of self-knowledge and can therefore 
be particularly harmful for the identity formation task that characterizes adolescence 
and emerging adulthood (Becht et al., 2021), where self-doubt can have significant 
life consequences (Porfeli & Lee, 2012).

1.4 � Subjective overachievement, concern with performance and self‑doubt

Subjective overachievement is a tendency to be highly concerned to always have 
good performances because of the implications that success and failure have for 
one’s competencies and self-worth, associated with doubts about possessing the 
abilities required by the situation (Oleson et al., 2000). For subjective overachiev-
ers, success is the measure of their worth and the demonstration of their talent. 
They fear the negative implications that failure could have for their abilities, both in 
terms of their sense of self-worth and the impressions they give to others. Therefore, 
they protect themselves from failure by spending extraordinary effort on the task. 
For instance, a student might react to the fear of a written test by studying for an 
exceptionally high amount of time, learning by heart every single line of the book, 
and rehearsing the materials repeatedly. The result would hopefully be a good note, 
and the relevant others (parents, teachers, peers) would not think that s/he lacks the 
relevant academic competencies. However, this overstudying comes with a cost for 
self-knowledge: This excessive outflow of effort in the task renders performance less 
informative regarding one’s abilities, because success can be explained away by the 
exceptional effort; therefore, it perpetuates self-doubt (Wichman & Hermann, 2010). 
In such a way, the strategy of subjective overachievement creates difficulties in gath-
ering important information about one’s strengths and weaknesses and confidence in 
one’s abilities.

Oleson and colleagues (2000) have developed a scale to measure subjective over-
achievement, which allows assessing two distinct dimensions: concern with perfor-
mance and self-doubt. The concern with performance subscale tackles the tendency 
of subjective overachievers to strongly desire to obtain good results and their belief 
that it is important to always succeed and never fail. According to Oleson and col-
leagues (2000), this tendency is based on the conviction that one’s performance 
demonstrates one’s worth and their concern for how one’s performance appears to 
others; for individuals with high concern with performance, success is a signal to 
others that they are competent, worthy people.

The self-doubt subscale measures unsureness about one’s competencies and self-
worth. Self-doubt does not imply the belief of being incapable of performing specific 
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tasks: It can be better described as insecurity regarding one’s level of competence. 
As stated by Braslow and colleagues (2012, p. 472): “chronically self-doubting indi-
viduals might be viewed as having a wide confidence interval around judgments of 
their ability.” It is normal to experience self-doubt sometimes, but chronic self-doubt 
is problematic and negatively related to well-being. It is related to enhanced sensi-
tivity to the implications of one’s results, which can negatively impact performance 
by diverting attention from the task and focusing it on the self (Braslow et al., 2012). 
Self-doubt is thought to trigger self-defensive strategies to cope with challenging 
tasks, most notably self-handicapping and overachieving.

1.5 � Retroactive excuses

Another way to deal with external feedback about failure is by resorting to explana-
tions that retroactively discredit either the performance or the task as not indica-
tive of one’s true abilities. This can be accomplished by producing excuses for why 
the current performance was not representative of one’s real ability or discounting 
the task as unable to detect relevant skills. These explanations fall in the broader 
concept of self-serving bias, which refers to “external attributions for outcomes that 
disfavor the self but internal attributions for outcomes that favor the self” (Campbell 
& Sedikides, 1999, p. 23). Self-serving attributions are thought to be motivated by 
the individuals’ need to protect or enhance their self-esteem (Mezulis et al., 2004). 
Research has generally evidenced a positive relationship between self-serving bias 
and self-esteem (Mezulis et al., 2004). Still, specific and more problematic self-serv-
ing biases might be characteristic of individuals with low self-esteem. Schütz (1998) 
found that, when reporting negative autobiographical accounts, individuals with 
high self-esteem focussed more on the behavior to reframe it as less negative, while 
those characterized by low self-esteem more often resorted to external attributions 
(we might say that they made excuses). Similarly, using a questionnaire to meas-
ure the tendency to use proactive and retroactive excuses, Maltese and colleagues 
(2012) found a low negative correlation between questionnaire measures of self-
esteem and of the use of retroactive justifications (e.g., “In front of a failure, you can 
say that the test is too difficult”), in a large sample of high-school students. These 
excuses allow discounting the feedback received as irrelevant to one’s abilities and 
may lead to psychological disengagement (Beaton et al., 2015; Casad et al., 2019; 
Loose et al., 2012; Major & Schmader, 1998; Schmader et al., 2001), which in turn 
can have important psychological and behavioral implications. Similar to subjective 
overachievement, these latter self-serving biases are also related to costs in objective 
appraisal and knowledge of one’s strengths and weaknesses.

In sum, subjective overachievement and self-serving retroactive excuses are dys-
functional strategies to avoid negative performances influencing one’s sense of self-
worth and how others evaluate one’s abilities. In subjective overachievement, this 
goal is pursued by trying to avoid failure at any cost. When retroactive excuses are 
used, it is pursued by explaining away the failure once it has happened. Importantly, 
both associate the protection of the self-image with costs in self-knowledge and may 
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interfere with the discovery of one’s abilities as they obscure the connection between 
performance and competency.

1.6 � Purpose of the present research and hypotheses

Previous research has evidenced that both fragile/insecure self-esteem and dam-
aged self-esteem are related to defensive responses (Bosson et  al., 2003; Kernis 
et  al., 2008; Schröder-Abé et  al., 2007a, 2007b). No study, however, has explored 
the relation between self-esteem inconsistencies and the two defensive strategies of 
subjective overachievement and self-serving attributions. The excessive use of these 
two strategies can damage the developmental task of self-knowledge construction 
that characterizes adolescence and emerging adulthood (e.g., Beaton et  al., 2015; 
Wichman & Hermann, 2010). We, therefore, conducted two correlational studies to 
test the hypothesis that the use of these strategies is higher in individuals character-
ized by inconsistent self-esteem, with a sample of adolescents and one of emerging 
adults.

2 � The research

In Study 1, in a sample of adolescents, we investigated how ESE, ISE, and their 
interplay, related to general tendencies to subjective overachievement. Next, in 
Study 2, we moved the focus from general defensive reactions to specific defensive 
attributional biases after a specific situational failure; we investigated a sample of 
emerging adults who received negative feedback regarding their ability to solve a 
logical task and put their measured ESE, ISE, and their interplay, in relation with 
self-serving attributions to this feedback.

The data are openly available here: https://​osf.​io/​vmtc6/.

3 � Study 1

3.1 � Method

3.1.1 � Participants

We contacted a total of 204 students enrolled in two Italian state high schools, one 
with an artistic curriculum (n = 107) and the other with a differentiated range of 
course options (scientific, linguistic, business, management, tourism, and geometers 
curricula; n = 93). In the case of minors, also their parents provided informed con-
sent to their children’s participation in the study. In four cases, we did not receive the 
parents’ or the student’s consent, and two students could not complete the study for 

https://osf.io/vmtc6/
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time reasons. The final sample consists of 198 Italian adolescents (75.77% female, 
mean age 17.55 years, SD = 1.51) who volunteered to participate in this study. The 
size of the sample is based on convenience reasons. We conducted a sensitivity anal-
ysis with G*Power (Faulet al., 2007), with significance level α = 0.01251 and power 
(1 − β) = 0.80. This analysis indicated that our sample size (N = 169 after exclusion 
of 21 participants who did not provide usable data on the NLT, and 8 participants 
with very extreme values, see Results section) was adequate for the detection of cor-
relations equal or greater to |r|= 0.25, which is considered medium size. A second 
sensitivity analysis, with significance level α = 0.025 (also in this case we imple-
mented a Bonferroni correction because we tested two different criteria of defensive 
mechanisms), power (1 − β) = 0.80, based on the F-test family for multiple regres-
sion with three predictors, with N = 169 (based on the sample on which the analysis 
was performed) indicated that we had an adequate level of power for an effect size of 
f2 = 0.08 or superior, which is considered medium (Cohen, 1992).

3.1.2 � Measures

Implicit Self Esteem. As we needed a paper-and-pencil measure of ISE, we chose 
the NLT, which had proven useful in previous research, providing converging results 
with the more widely used IAT (e.g., Maroiu et al., 2016). We presented participants 
the NLT, in which they rated the letters from A to Z, in a fixed random order, on 
10-point scales from 1 (I don’t like it at all) to 10 (I like it very much). We chose a 
10-point scale to make it more similar to the Italian school evaluation system, which 
uses marks from 1 to 10, where 10 is the best result. We computed ISE scores with 
the I-algorithm (LeBel & Gawronski, 2009) that corrects both for differences in nor-
mative pleasantness of the letters and individual differences in baseline response 
tendencies in letter ratings. Higher scores indicated higher ISE.

Explicit Self Esteem. We used the Italian translation of the RSES (Prezza et al., 
1997). Participants evaluated each of the RSES sentences on a 6-point scale from 
1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). The RSES is a widely used self-report 
measure of global trait Self Esteem and contains an equal number of positively (e.g., 
“On the whole, I am satisfied with myself”) and negatively worded items (e.g., “At 
times I think I am no good at all”). We computed ESE as the summed score of the 
responses after reverse scoring the negatively worded items. Higher scores indicated 
higher levels of ESE.

Self-doubt and Concern with Performance. We presented participants with the 
Subjective Overachievement Scale (SOS; Oleson et  al., 2000; translated in Italian 
for the present research), a 17-item questionnaire that includes two independent sub-
scales: concern with performance and self-doubt. The Concern with Performance 
subscale consists of nine statements addressing the beliefs regarding the concepts of 

1  We implemented a Bonferroni criterion because the Principal Component Analysis revealed the pres-
ence of two separate sub-dimensions in the Concern with Performance scale. Therefore, we investigated 
the correlation between the two measures of self-esteem and two different indices of defensive mecha-
nisms.
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success and personal failure that underly the subjective overachievement tendency 
(e.g., “It is important that I succeed in all that I do; I try to avoid being too suc-
cessful”). The self-doubt subscale consists of eight statements about the percep-
tion of one’s own value and competence. These refer to the general sense of being 
unsure about one’s capabilities and the desire to avoid adverse outcomes, without 
any specific reference to coping strategies (e.g., “More often than not, I feel unsure 
of my abilities”). Participants evaluated each SOS sentence on a 6-point scale from 
1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree).

3.1.3 � Procedure

We initially contacted the high school principal, described the aims of the research 
and asked for approval to conduct the study. The school provided the students’ par-
ents with a brief description of the study aims and a request for their child’s consent. 
The researchers subsequently administered the questionnaires during ordinary les-
sons. The teachers were present for supervision but did not intervene in the study 
administration. In class, we informed the students that the questionnaire consisted 
of aesthetical judgments, questions on how they faced life, and their attitudes and 
beliefs regarding alcohol. They provided their consent in study participation and 
completed a paper and pencil questionnaire composed of the measures described 
above, in the following order: the NLT, the RSES, and the SOS. Next, we presented 
participants with a questionnaire on alcohol consumption, unrelated to the scopes 
of the present research. In the end, we asked respondents to report their age, gender, 
and the first two initial letters of the given name. For the students to feel their pri-
vacy protected, we did not ask for the initial of their surname. After participants had 
completed the questionnaire, they received a brief verbal explanation of the study 
and had the opportunity to ask questions.

3.1.4 � Hypotheses

We expected that self-esteem discrepancies would be related to the Concern with 
performance subscale of the Subjective Overachievement Scale, as this subscale 
directly tackles the individual’s stance towards success and failure. More specifi-
cally, we expected higher discrepancies to be associated with higher scores on this 
subscale. As concerns the subscale of self-doubt, previous research has evidenced a 
relatively high negative correlation between self-doubt and ESE (Duru et al., 2014; 
Oleson et al., 2000). We, therefore, hypothesized to replicate this correlation. Fur-
thermore, we deemed it worth exploring its connection with ISE and the ISE-ESE 
interplay.

3.1.5 � Data analyses

We used the 2-Median Absolute Deviations rule (2-MAD; Reimann et al., 2011) to 
identify outliers in our implicit and explicit self-esteem data. Next, we used princi-
pal components analysis (PCA) to investigate the internal validity of the scales used 
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for assessing our criterion variables. We used parallel analysis and scree plot analy-
sis to determine the optimal number of factors.

Finally, we analyzed our data using hierarchical stepwise regression analysis, 
which is frequently used in the literature on implicit-explicit self-esteem discrepan-
cies (e.g., Maroiu & Maricutoiu, 2016). First, we transformed all raw scores into 
standardized scores (z-scores) and entered both self-esteem forms as predictors. 
Next, we used the medmod module (Selker, 2017) in the jamovi (The jamovi project, 
2021) software to test our hypotheses regarding the moderation effects. In this stage, 
the software automatically computed the cross-product vector of the two standard-
ized predictors and presented the regression equation with three predictors (i.e., the 
two forms of self-esteem and their interaction). If the cross-product vector of the 
two forms of self-esteem was a significant predictor, we conducted a simple slope 
analysis in which we estimated the relationships between explicit self-esteem and 
the criterion at different levels of implicit self-esteem (i.e., ± 1 SD).

3.2 � Results

3.2.1 � Preliminary analyses

Twenty-one participants did not evaluate one or more letters in the NLT, and one did 
not report the initial letter of their name (15 participants failed to evaluate one letter, 
two participants failed to evaluate two letters, one participant three letters, and three 
participants evaluated none of the letters). We eliminated the data of these partici-
pants from the analysis, leaving us with a sample of N = 176 participants.

We computed the internal consistency of the self-report scales (see Table  1). 
The RSES showed adequate internal consistency. The Self Doubt subscale of SOS 
showed acceptable internal consistency, and the PCA indicated that this subscale 
had a single component structure. For the Concern with Performance subscale, the 
PCA indicated two orthogonal components (oblimin rotation showed a correlation 
of r = .215 between the two components). One dimension included items describing 

Table 1   Main descriptive statistics and correlations for the variables of Study 1

**p < .01, ***p < .001. Internal consistency indices for each measure (Cronbach’s alpha) are presented on 
the diagonal (in Italics). N = 169

Descriptive statistics Correlation matrix

Min Max M SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. Implicit Self Esteem 
(NLT)

− 2.68 6.83 2.82 1.87 –

2. Explicit Self Esteem 
(RSES)

21 59 44.21 7.77 .08 0.82

3. Self Doubt 12 44 29.43 6.34 .01 −.60*** 0.73
4. Overachievement 

beliefs
6 24 17.67 3.92 .07 .22** −.33*** 0.69

5. Disengagement 7 24 15.41 3.96 −.15 .02 −.07 .25** 0.65
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success avoidance and discomfort with success (“There are some situations where I 
think it is better that I fail,” “I think that in some situations it is important that I not 
succeed,” “Sometimes I am more comfortable when I lose or do poorly,” and “I try 
to avoid being too successful”). We interpreted it as indicating psychological disen-
gagement, which is a strategy opposite to subjective overachievement, as it consists 
in withdrawing one’s effort from a field to protect one’s psychological well-being 
(Osborne, 1997; Osborne & Rausch, 2001). The other dimension included items 
more clearly related to the beliefs in the necessity of success that characterize Psy-
chological Overachievement (“Failure is unacceptable to me,” “It is important that I 
succeed in all that I do,” “I strive to be successful at all times,” “For me, being suc-
cessful is not necessarily the best thing” (R). We deemed the internal consistency of 
these two components acceptable (Hair et  al., 2010; Nunnally, 1967), considering 
that they were based on a restricted number of items, and computed the summed 
scores for these two components.

Based on the 2-MAD rule and the subsequent visual inspection of the histogram 
of frequencies, we detected five outliers for the variable ISE and three for the varia-
ble ESE, each distant from the median more than five MADs. These data were elim-
inated from the analysis listwise, leaving a final sample of 169 participants. Table 1 
reports the main descriptive statistics and correlations between the variables.

3.2.2 � Relationship between self‑esteem and defensive strategies

We investigated the relationship between ISE, ESE, their interplay, and the 
three criteria: self-doubt, overachievement beliefs, and psychological disengage-
ment. As indicated in Table 2, self-doubt was significantly associated with ESE, 
β = -0.61, t(166) = -9.83, p < .01, but no significant relationship emerged with ISE, 
β = 0.06, t(166) = 0.84, p = .40, and ESE*ISE interaction, β = 0.04, t(166) = 0.56, 
p = .58. Consistent with previous literature, the higher the ESE score, the lower 

Table 2   Hierarchical regression on the three criteria

ISE implicit self-esteem, ESE*ISE interaction term between implicit and explicit self-esteem
*p < .025 (because of Bonferroni correction), **p < .01. ESE = explicit self-esteem

Self-doubt Concern with performance Disengagement

β (SE) R2 β (SE) R2 β (SE) R2

Step 1 0.37 0.05 0.02
 ESE -0.61**(0.06) 0.21**(0.08) 0.04 (0.08)
 ISE 0.06 (0.01) 0.06 (0.08) -0.16*(0.08)

Step 2 0.37 0.08 0.03
 ESE -0.60**(0.06) 0.18* (0.08) 0.03 (0.08)
 ISE 0.05 (0.06) 0.08 (0.07) -0.15 (0.08)
 ESE*ISE 0.04 (0.07) -0.21* (0.09) -0.03 (0.09)

Δ R2 0.001 0.03 0.001
F-change F(1,165) = 0.31, 

p = .580
F(1,165) = 6.21, 

p = .014
F(1,165) = 0.10, 

p = .750
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the level of self-doubt. Disengagement, on the other hand, showed a negative 
association with ISE, β = -0.16, t(166) = .2.01, p = .04, which might suggest that 
implicit self-esteem might, indeed, be a protective factor against this possible 
negative reaction to failure; however, with the Bonferroni correction for multi-
ple testing, this association was not significant. No relationship emerged between 
disengagement and either ESE, β = 0.04, t(166) = 0.42, p = .68, or the ESE * ISE 
interaction, β = -0.03, t(166) = -0.32, p = .75.

For subjective overachievement beliefs, ESE revealed a significant effect in 
Step 1, indicating that higher overachievement scores accompanied higher lev-
els of ESE. In contrast, ISE was not significantly associated with this criterion 
in Step 1. The relation between subjective overachievement and ESE was posi-
tive, β = 0.18, t(167) = 2.41, p = .02, indicating that higher self-reported self-
esteem scores were associated with higher overachievement. At first glance, this 
result might seem counter-intuitive. However, in Step 2, a significant ESE*ISE 
interaction effect emerged that helped clarify it, β = -0.21, t(166) = -2.54, p = .01. 
Indeed, a simple slope analysis indicated that ESE was significantly related to 
overachievement for participants with low levels of ISE (1 SD below the mean), 
β = 0.39, t(165) = 3.75, p < .01, and for participants with average levels of ISE, 
β = 0.18, t(165) = 2.36, p = .02. On the other hand, for participants with higher 
ISE scores (1 SD above the mean), no significant relation between ESE and over-
achievement emerged, β = -0.03, t(165) = -.27, p = .78. This latter result indicated 
that high ISE worked as a buffer, protecting participants from overachievement 
beliefs.

Figure 1 shows a graphical evaluation of the interaction. It indicates that partici-
pants with high fragile self-esteem (high ESE, low ISE) reported the highest lev-
els of overachievement. Participants with low damaged self-esteem (low ESE, high 
ISE), on the other hand, reported levels of overachievement beliefs that were not the 
highest in overall terms, but significantly higher when compared with those of par-
ticipants with consistent low self-esteem, β = 0.29, t(165) = 2.44, p = .02.

Fig. 1   Study 1. Criterion subjective overachievement. The ISE * ESE interaction. The figure is based on 
standardized values
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3.3 � Discussion

The results of our first study showed, with a sample of adolescents, significant 
relations between self-esteem and general reports of self-defensive strategies. 
More specifically, zero-order correlations showed that subjective overachieve-
ment was positively associated with ESE. This positive correlation might seem 
counterintuitive, but the investigation of the interaction between ISE and ESE 
showed that, as hypothesized, it was those participants with fragile self-esteem 
who reported the highest use of such strategy, and participants with damaged low 
self-esteem reported scores that were significantly higher as compared to those of 
participants with consistent low self-esteem.

Interestingly, our analysis indicated the presence of two distinct dimensions in 
the concern with performance subscale. Besides the expected component, which 
encompassed the items referring to the necessity to avoid failure, another one 
emerged which referred to success avoidance. These two components were not 
correlated negatively, as one would expect if these were opposite aspects of the 
same dimension. Also, their patterns of relations with self-doubt and self-esteem 
differed. We interpreted the unexpected component as indicating psychological 
disengagement. This is a defensive strategy that has been primarily investigated 
in intergroup relations. It has been convincingly shown that membership in a stig-
matized group that is stereotypically associated with bad performance in a given 
domain (i.e., stereotype threat; Schmader et al., 2001) may lead to devaluation of 
the domain or discounting of the negative feedback (Tougas et al., 2008). In this 
way, self-esteem is not negatively affected by a failure in that domain (Schmader 
et  al., 2001). However, performance and intrinsic motivation are negatively 
impacted. Opposite to overachievers, disengagers withdraw their effort (Osborne, 
1997; Osborne & Rausch, 2001). If overachievers jeopardize their possibility to 
claim their abilities because their successes can be attributed to the exceptional 
effort, disengagers, on the other hand, undermine their possibility of success 
in the domain from which they have disengaged. In particular, academic disen-
gagement is associated with befriending delinquent peers and school dropouts 
(Archambault et al., 2009; Morrison et al., 2002), and psychological disengage-
ment was shown to be negatively associated with global self-esteem during ado-
lescence (Martinot et al., 2020).

The absence of a significant relationship between the psychological disengage-
ment score and ESE (either direct or in interaction with ISE) might suggest that, for 
those using this defensive strategy, a clear separation exists between the disengaged 
domains and the sense of self-worth. Psychological disengagement might be a long-
term reaction to domains that were initially perceived as threatening and perhaps 
were originally faced with other strategies, a withdrawal of effort and devaluation of 
success in such areas. However, a significant negative regression coefficient linked 
ISE and disengagement in the first step of the regression analysis. This might sug-
gest that a high ISE might protect against this coping strategy. Given that this rela-
tion did not emerge in the zero-order correlation analysis and was low in size, we 
refrain from discussing it further, leaving a better comprehension of this phenom-
enon to future research.
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In Study 1, participants characterized by discrepant self-esteem showed an 
increased tendency to avoid future bad performances through overachievement. With 
Study 2, we investigated a different condition in which the relevant performance is 
situated in the past, so the individual cannot change the outcome of their effort. We 
will investigate whether participants with discrepant self-esteem will show a greater 
tendency to use retroactive excuses to avoid the potential implications of a failure for 
their abilities.

4 � Study 2

4.1 � Method

4.1.1 � Participants

The study was conducted at a Romanian University. Participants were University 
students recruited using their institutional e-mail lists and received course credits for 
their voluntary participation. Most participants (i.e., 58.06%) were 2nd year students 
in Psychology, and other specialities included Computer Sciences, Economics, and 
Humanities. Out of the 124 participants enrolled in the study, 101 students (55.88% 
female, mean age 22.86 years, SD = 4.24) did not find the solution to the problem-
solving task and were included in the analyses. We did not analyze the data from 
participants who solved the task, as the present research is focalized on reactions to 
failure, and their number was too low to allow any meaningful statistical analysis. A 
sensitivity analysis based on N = 101, conducted with G*Power, with significance 
level α = 0.05, power (1-β) = 0.80, based on the F-test family for multiple regression 
with three predictors indicated that we had an adequate level of power for an effect 
size of f2 = 0.11, which is considered small-to-medium (Cohen, 1992).

4.1.2 � Measures

Explicit and Implicit Self-Esteem. Participants answered paper-and-pencil versions 
of the RSES and the NLT. Regarding the RSES, we used an existing translation 
that showed good reliability in previous studies on Romanian samples (e.g., Maroiu 
et al., 2016; Moza et al., 2019). Regarding the NLT, we presented the participants 
with a list of the letters sorted alphabetically, and they had to rate each letter using a 
7-point Likert scale from 1 (I do not like it at all) to 7 (I like it very much). Similar 
to Study 1, we used the I-algorithm (LeBel & Gawronski, 2009) to compute the 
scores of the NLT.2

Retroactive excuses. We used a short self-report scale developed for this study 
and containing various self-serving explanations (excuses) that respondents could 
give, retrospectively, to distance themself from the negative performance in the task 

2  In this study we asked participants to report both initials, of name and surname, and used both for the 
computation of the ISE score.
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so as to diminish the possible implications of this negative performance for one’s 
abilities. Using a 5-point Likert scale from  1  (strongly disagree) to 5  (strongly 
agree), participants rated items that assessed their tendency to attribute their result 
to situational factors (sample item: “I did not rest well last night, which has influ-
enced my performance in the previous task”), to environmental disturbances (sam-
ple item: “The noise around me constantly distracted my attention so that I could not 
pay attention to the task I had to fulfill”), to their general inability to perform such 
tasks (sample item “I think you need special skills to solve problems like the previ-
ous one”), or simply allowed participants to minimize the importance of their failure 
(sample item: “A single task is not enough to assess my potential”). The whole list 
of items is presented in Table 3. Because this task was specifically developed for 
this study, we will briefly discuss its psychometric properties in the first part of the 
Results section.

4.1.3 � Procedure

After completing an informed consent form, all participants responded to paper-and-
pencil versions of the self-esteem measures (i.e., the RSES and the NLT). Then, we 
invited each participant to a private space, where we presented the problem-solving 
task. The instructions for the problem-solving task were: “You have six matchsticks. 
Your task is to use them to form a figure containing 8 equilateral triangles. You are 
not allowed to break the matchsticks or to use other materials. You have 4 min to 
complete the task.” Each participant completed the task alone, and the experimenter 
returned after 4 min. Most participants (101 out of 124) did not solve the task, and 
the experimenter presented them with the solution (i.e., to form two overlapping tri-
angles that will form the structure of the star of David). Then, participants com-
pleted the Attribution Biases scale.

4.1.4 � Hypothesis

We expected that higher self-esteem discrepancies would be related to higher use of 
retrospective excuses.

4.1.5 � Data analysis

For the data analysis, we used the same approach as in Study 1.

4.2 � Results

4.2.1 � Preliminary analyses

In our preliminary analyses, we investigated the internal validity of our criterion 
variables. We conducted a PCA that, based on parallel analysis and scree plot analy-
sis, indicated that a single factor solution is optimal. Although the internal consist-
ency of the scale containing all 16 items was acceptable (Cronbach’s α = 0.80), we 
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excluded four items with loadings below 0.30 and re-analyzed the data. The remain-
ing 12 items also grouped in a single-factor solution, and the internal consistency 
of this factor was good (Cronbach’s α = 0.86). Table 3 presents the loadings of all 
items. We computed Attributional Bias as the summed score of the responses to 
items in the final solution, and higher values indicate a higher tendency to external 
attributions of the failure.

4.2.2 � Moderation analyses

Descriptive statistics and correlations between study variables are presented in 
Table  4. Regarding the moderation analyses, we followed the analytical approach 
used in Study 1. Results presented in Table 5 suggested that the post-task attribu-
tional bias is associated with low ESE, r (99) = -.35, p < .01, while the regression 
analysis yielded a significant effect of the interaction between the two forms of self-
esteem (β = -0.26, t(98) = -2.17, p = .03). To explain the interaction effect, we con-
ducted a simple slopes analysis. We estimated the relationship between ESE and 
the attributional bias for high and low levels of ISE (1 SD above and 1 SD below 
the mean). The simple slope analysis indicated that the relationship between ESE 

Table 4   Descriptive statistics and correlations between study variables

**p < 0.01 N = 101. Internal consistency indices for each measure (Cronbach’s alpha) are presented on 
the diagonal (in Italics)

Descriptive statistics Correlation matrix

M SD Min Max 1 2 3

1. Post-task attributional bias 2.59 0.77 1.17 4.42 0.87
2. Explicit self-esteem 3.22 0.40 1.90 4.00 -.35** 0.82
3. Implicit self-esteem 0.99 0.72 − 2.13 3.03 -.02 -.05 –

Table 5   Results of the hierarchical stepwise regression analyses

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

Post-task attributional bias

β (SE) R2

Step 1 0.126
 Explicit self-esteem -0.35**(0.09)
 Implicit self-esteem -0.03 (0.09)

Step 2 0.166
 Explicit self-esteem -0.32**(0.09)
 Implicit self-esteem -0.03 (0.09)
 Implicit-explicit interaction term -0.26* (0.12)

Δ R2 0.040
 F-change F(1, 97) = 4.62, p = .03
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and attributional bias was statistically significant only when ISE was high (β = -0.58, 
t(97) =  -4.14, p < .01) or medium (β = -0.32, t(97) = 3.56, p < .01), not when ISE 
was low (β = -0.06, t(97) = 0.35, p = .73). The graphical analysis of the interaction, 
reported in Fig. 2, indicated that also in this case, similar to the pattern that emerged 
for subjective overachievement in Study 1, it was participants with discrepant self-
esteem who made the highest use of retroactive excuses. Participants with low 
damaged self-esteem (low ESE, high ISE) showed the highest use of retrospective 
excuses. Participants with fragile self-esteem showed an average use of retrospective 
excuses that was higher as compared to those with secure high self-esteem, albeit 
the difference between participants with fragile high self-esteem and secure high 
self-esteem was not significant, β =-0.29, t(97) = 1.94, p = .06.  

4.3 � Discussion

Study 2 investigated self-defensive attributional biases after a specific situational 
failure was experienced; the results confirmed an association between self-esteem 
and defensive mechanisms: We found evidence that individuals with lower ESE 
showed more intense use of retroactive excuses as a form of self-serving bias. Nota-
bly, this relation between ESE and retroactive excuses differed depending on the 
level of ISE. Differently from Study 1, in this case, participants with damaged self-
esteem used retrospective excuses to the highest intensity.

Fig. 2   Study 2. Criterion retroactive excuses. The ISE * ESE interaction. The figure is based on stand-
ardized values
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5 � General discussion

This research examined, with two samples of students, two defensive reactions to 
failure that can be particularly harmful to young people because of their potentially 
detrimental effect on the development of solid self-knowledge and confidence in 
one’s abilities (Becht et al., 2021): subjective overachievement and the use of retro-
active excuses as a self-serving bias in causal attributions of failure. Addressing the 
unexplored question of the relation between these defensive mechanisms and dis-
crepant self-esteem helped shed light on the interindividual difference correlates of 
the use of these strategies.

The present results are consistent with the literature showing the role of self-
esteem in reactions to failure and negative outcomes (e.g., Beekman and colleagues, 
2017; Tobia et al., 2017), and in particular to the empirical evidence showing a rela-
tion between self-esteem inconsistencies and enhanced use of defensive strategies 
(e.g., Borton et al., 2012; Zeigler-Hill et al., 2011a, 2011b). The results showed that 
the use of both strategies was related to ESE and the interplay between ESE and 
ISE, but the patterns of results were different. As concerns the simple associations, 
subjective overachievement beliefs were positively associated with ESE (Study 1), 
while the use of retroactive excuses had a negative relation with ESE (Study 2). This 
may suggest that, depending on the personal beliefs that youngsters hold regard-
ing their value at the explicit level, they tend to face the risk of failure differently. 
Youngsters with high ESE might be more inclined to face it proactively, working 
hard to succeed and preserve their high belief in their value. Youngsters character-
ized by low ESE seem more inclined to a reactive approach: Perhaps because of 
their lower expectations, they do not put an excessive amount of effort into the task, 
but, on the other hand, when a failure occurs, they strive to avoid that it damages 
their self-view and the way others evaluate them.

The interaction between ISE and ESE, evidenced in both studies, provides addi-
tional important nuances to the picture. Indeed, in Study 1, we found that the asso-
ciation between subjective overachievement and ESE was significant for participants 
characterized by low or medium ISE scores. In contrast, it was non-significant and 
negligible for participants with high ISE scores. The highest scores in subjective 
overachievement beliefs were observed in participants with fragile self-esteem. This 
result suggests that a high ISE is protective against this defensive strategy. This find-
ing is consistent with the notion that individuals with secure high self-esteem do 
not need defenses in front of the risk of negative self-relevant information (Kernis, 
2003). In contrast, people with fragile self-esteem, because of the insecurities caused 
by their lower ISE, are thought to question their positive attitude toward themselves 
and need frequent validation (Zeigler-Hill & Jordan, 2010).

In Study 2, the interaction showed that the negative association between ESE and 
the use of retroactive excuses was present for participants with medium and high 
ISE, but not for those with low ISE. Therefore, this defensive mechanism was accen-
tuated in case of damaged self-esteem. This pattern of results is consistent with the 
suggestion that individuals with damaged self-esteem may hold what has been called 
“a glimmer of hope” (Spencer et al., 2005): Even if their reflective evaluations of 
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themselves are less positive than average, their more positive spontaneous affective 
reactions may stimulate them to strive to restore their damaged self-esteem.

Overall, these results indicate that the interplay between ISE and ESE is related 
to defensive strategies against failure and further suggest that youngsters use dif-
ferent strategies against failure depending on different patterns of inconsistency. 
Indeed, individuals might use both strategies to preserve their sense of self-worth, 
and they intervene in different moments because subjective overachievement is an 
anticipatory strategy to avoid failure, whereas the use of retroactive excuses acts to 
limit the damage caused by the failure’s implications for one’s abilities. However, 
they are importantly different in the context in which they emerge: before or after 
the task. Subjective overachievement leaves room for the possibility of having suc-
cess (and, in fact, can increase the possibility of good performance). For subjec-
tive overachievement, the individual must believe that a good performance is within 
their reach, albeit there is uncertainty in how much of an effort is required: Hence 
the profusion of an enormous effort to avoid results that could cast doubt on a sense 
of self that, at an explicit and conscious level, is positive but precarious. Retrospec-
tive excuses, on the other hand, might express the “glimmer of hope” (Spencer et al., 
2005) held by individuals with damaged self-esteem: an attempt to restore a spon-
taneous positive view of themselves, refusing the implications of a failure that is 
in line with explicit beliefs, but not with the spontaneous reactions. Future studies 
should systematically investigate the stability of these different patterns of relations 
between self-esteem inconsistencies and defensive strategies.

5.1 � Limits and directions for future research

Every research has limitations, and this is no exception. Firstly, this is cross-sec-
tional research, and we cannot infer the presence of causal relations between the 
self-esteem discrepancies and the use of defensive strategies. It is plausible that self-
esteem and defensive strategies have reciprocal influences: On the one hand, certain 
configurations of self-esteem might increase the probability that individuals resort 
to certain defensive strategies. This is the case when damaged self-esteem needs to 
be restored, or fragile self-esteem needs to be protected. On the other hand, using 
these strategies places a veil between oneself and an honest reflection on one’s abili-
ties and characteristics, which contributes to maintaining the misalignment between 
the two self-evaluation dimensions. Experimental research, in which the levels of 
self-esteem are temporarily manipulated, and longitudinal research following the 
individuals over time, would be essential to gain an improved understanding of the 
relationships between self-esteem and defensive mechanisms.

Furthermore, when comparing the results of Study 1 and Study 2, it is important 
to consider their differences, most notably the age of the participants (adolescents in 
Study 1 and emerging adults in Study 2). It is possible that, similar to other defen-
sive mechanisms, subjective overachievement and the use of retrospective excuses 
undergo developmental changes (Cramer, 2015), and their patterns of associations 
with self-esteem changes in life. For this reason, systematic research might analyze 
the patterns of use of these strategies at different ages, as well as how their link 
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with self-esteem develops over time; the generalizability of these results to other age 
groups is an open question for systematic research.

Another limitation for generalizability is that both studies focused on students 
(high school students in Study 1, university students in Study 2). Students’ popula-
tions might be more susceptible to success and failure because they are required to 
sustain exams and tests more often than non-students and the outcomes of these tests 
are often taken into great consideration by teachers and parents. Therefore, another 
important future direction might be investigating whether these results generalize to 
non-student samples.

Another aspect of the present results worth further investigation concerns the 
relationship between subjective overachievement and psychological disengagement. 
In Study 1, these two dimensions emerged from the Concern with Performance 
subscale of the Subjective Overachievement Scale (Oleson et al., 2000). Subjective 
overachievement and psychological disengagement have opposite consequences on 
behavior. The first causes a disproportionate increase in effort to avoid failure at any 
cost. The second, on the contrary, causes disinterest in success in a specific area 
and withdrawal of effort. We found that these two dimensions were not negatively 
correlated, as one would expect if they expressed opposite reactions. This result 
suggests that some students could respond to the pressures related to the requests 
they face using both strategies. For example, a student could put a lot of effort into 
studying, so as not to risk getting bad grades and disappointing the parents. Still, at 
the same time, s/he might prepare mentally for the possibility of failure by saying 
themself that: “All in all, I don’t care about getting good grades. I just do it to make 
my parents happy”. Such a high effort and decrease in intrinsic motivation might 
be related to higher levels of exhaustion and academic burnout (e.g., Chang et al., 
2015; Lyndon et al., 2017) and thus deserves further investigation. Future research 
should also investigate if, for students with a high tendency to both overachievement 
and disengagement, the use of these strategies is domain-specific. It is important to 
understand whether they devote all their efforts to certain domains and withdraw 
them from others, and how much these defensive reactions are subject—for a given 
domain—to the specific contingencies of success or failure. Anecdotal evidence 
from the daily experiences of many educators and parents suggests that some stu-
dents increase their commitment after they receive good marks, while they react by 
showing disinterest in the subject after poor results, which could suggest that they 
make use of both strategies, depending on the immediate feedback.

5.2 � Conclusions

Subjective overachievement and retrospective excuses may hinder the important 
developmental task of identity formation that characterizes adolescence and emerg-
ing adulthood. With this research, we highlight two correlates of these defensive 
strategies, namely ESE and self-esteem inconsistency. The results of this research 
show, in particular, that individuals with fragile self-esteem may be particularly vul-
nerable to subjective overachievement and individuals with damaged self-esteem to 
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retrospective excuses. This knowledge can be helpful in identifying better students 
with such patterns of self-esteem and defensive mechanisms.

Parents and teachers rarely worry when a student shows a high commitment to 
studying and having good results unless this high commitment is related to stress 
and discomfort. But high commitment can sometimes conceal subjective overa-
chievement: We need to correctly recognize such cases to avoid the risk of prais-
ing and rewarding a strategy that hinders identity development and the formation 
of consistent self-esteem. Similarly, when a student uses retroactive excuses for 
their bad results, it is essential to understand whether this signals an attempt to 
defend one’s damaged self-esteem. The relation between the excessive use of ret-
roactive excuses and self-esteem is important also because it suggests that, if the 
excuses are an expression of damaged self-esteem, most probably interventions 
that address only the excuses might be ineffective and it might be more appropri-
ate to help the individual develop more appropriate strategies to cope with nega-
tive results.

It is important that scientific research singles out the correlates of such strate-
gies to help teachers and practitioners better understand the meanings of students’ 
commitment levels and use of excuses, and in particular, whether this commitment 
and these excuses are defensive strategies. The association between these strategies 
and self-esteem further suggests that, when dealing with students characterized by a 
pattern of subjective overachievement or retroactive excuses, it is important to help 
them distinguish the performance from stable characteristics, and undo the belief 
that a person having a bad performance is a failure.

One possibility consists in helping students develop incremental implicit beliefs 
about their abilities. Dweck and her colleagues (e.g., Ehrlinger et  al., 2016) have 
evidenced that some individuals have incremental beliefs about abilities (i.e., they 
believe that abilities are malleable). In contrast, others have entity beliefs (i.e., they 
believe that abilities are fixed and stable). Students with incremental beliefs han-
dle negative feedback more constructively, whereas those with entity beliefs tend to 
avoid challenges and act defensively. Furthermore, experimental research provided 
causal evidence that the manipulation of incremental beliefs about one’s abilities in 
individuals characterized by self-doubt positively affected their performance, moti-
vation and other psychological aspects (Zhao et al., 2019). Other approaches, which 
have proven useful for reducing self-doubt, might help tackle these conditions of 
increased defensiveness, in particular Cognitive Behavioral Therapy and mindful-
ness (Wichman & Hermann, 2010).
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