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ABSTRACT: An increasing amount of research is investigating the effects of self-efficacy in various
areas. In the academic setup, predominantly, the correlation between self-efficacy and the student’s
performance is being measured. Stress is another influencing factor on academic performance that has
been widely investigated. However, only limited research is available on the direct interdependency
between stress and self-efficacy for the academic background, especially in the first semester and over
time. This article provides an overview of the literature on the theoretical background to self-efficacy
and stress and reviews current studies on the interdependencies of these two factors. The main findings
are that there is a moderate to significant negative correlation of self-efficacy on stress and a moderate
impact of stress on self-efficacy and that the stress level and self-efficacy of students are changing over
time. Based on these insights, and since there is no literature available on the timely development and
direct connection between self-efficacy and stress, we suggest further investigating temporal and causal
coherence.
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1. INTRODUCTION

After finishing school, many pupils choose to study at a university to build the foundation
for their careers. Not only is the chosen subject a decisive criterium of where their career
path leads; the personal attitude and stress resilience also play a role in succeeding in their
careers (Rigotti et al., 2020; Abele & Spurk, 2009; Spurk & Abele, 2013; Converse et al.
2012, Fischer et al. 2016). Already the students’ approach in the first semester can give a
first indication of their prospective academic outcomes (Pinxten et al., 2019). Numerous
studies have investigated the positive relation between the personal attitude in the form
of self-efficacy (e.g. Robbins et al., 2004; Jones et al., 2010; Gore, 2006) and academic
outcome and the negative impact of stress on the academic outcome (e.g. Zajacova et al.,
2005; Varghese et al., 2015; Pascoe et al., 2020). Additionally, several studies (Jerusalem
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& Schwarzer, 1992; Chemers, 2001; Vaezi & Fallah, 2011) suggest a significant negative
correlation between self-efficacy on stress.

The objectives of this paper are threefold. First, theoretical background on self-
efficacy and stress is given to provide an overview of their dimensions and introduce the
commonly used theories. Second, a literature review is conducted to connect self-efficacy
and stress. Pitt et al. (2018) highlighted in their study that especially the start and the end
of the first semester is crucial for the timing of stress. As there is only limited scientific
research in terms of the change of self-efficacy and stress during the first semester and if
the stress level has a direct impact on the students’ perceived self-efficacy, the focus of the
literature review is on (1) longitudinal data during the first semester/study year and (2) the
direct connection between self-efficacy and stress regardless the academic outcome. The
third objective is to identify implications for future research.

The structure of this chapter is following the objectives above. After this introduction,
the theoretical background to self-efficacy is outlined, followed by the theory to stress.
Next, the connection between stress and self-efficacy is clarified, and research is presented
that investigated the timely development of stress and self-efficacy. Finally, a conclusion
with practical implications is given.

2. SELF-EFFICACY

Since the 1970’s Albert Bandura’s Social Cognition Theory is a fundamental framework
for many researchers to understand human learning and behavior. One core element of
this theory is self-efficacy. It is defined as “beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize and
execute the courses of action required producing given attainments” (Bandura, 1997, p. 3).
In other words, what a person believes about their ability is influential on what and how
they will try to do it. The higher the self-efficacy of a person, the more likely it is, they
will choose more challenging tasks and engage longer in the required activities (Bandura,
1982; Ouweneel et al., 2013). Besides the efficacy beliefs, also the outcome expectancy
plays a role in how engaged a person is, as the expected outcome of a particular behavior
can motivate or demotivate the person (Bandura, 1997).

Self-efficacy is a multidimensional construct that can be applied to any level of
specificity (Luszczynska et al., 2005). Besides the general self-efficacy, which is the
belief in one’s capability to cope with a variety of universal challenges that influence
all areas of life (e.g. Chen et al. 2004), there exist domain- and task-specific efficacy
as well. Whereas domain-specific self-efficacy is constrained to a specific area like the
organizational or educational settings (e.g. Rigotti et al., 2020), task-specific self-efficacy
is even limited to a more granular level and focuses on specific tasks at hand like solving
mathematical questions (Lent et al., 1997). Bandura (1986, 1997) noted that the more
specific self-efficacy is being measured, the better predictable becomes the outcome of
behavior. Contrary to that, Schwarzer (1993) and other researchers focused on developing
a more generalized self-efficacy approach, arguing that this broader angle is better suited
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for multi-contextual patterns of behavior. Both points of view have their reasonability, as
they follow different goals.

According to the Social Cognition Theory (Bandura, 1997), there are four main
sources that influence one’s self-efficacy:

- (D enactive mastery experience (prior task-based achievement).
- (2 vicarious experience (observation of others/role models).

- (3 social/verbal persuasion (encouragement by others).

- @4 emotional and physiological states.

How much each of these sources influences individual self-efficacy beliefs can vary
depending on contextual factors like ethnicity, gender, discipline of study or personality
traits (Usher & Pajares, 2008; Wilson et al., 2007; Alvarez-Huerta et al., 2019).

3. STRESS

One of the emotional/physiological states that is influencing - and is influenced by - self-
efficacy is stress. The term stress is used loosely in everyday life and often describes
various unpleasant emotional states like frustration, exhaustion, or rush. Existing
literature neither has one universal definition of stress. One of the first stress researchers
who brought up the term stress, Hans Selye, defined it as a “nonspecific response of
the body to any demand, whether it is caused by, or results in, pleasant or unpleasant
conditions” (1985, p. 8). Stress can impact individuals both beneficially as well as
harmfully. Stress in limited amounts has a positive impact, as it is pushing people towards
higher achievements. On the other hand, if a person is suffering under ongoing stress,
adverse effects manifest either physically (e.g. headache, stomach pain), psychologically
(e.g. anger, anxiety) or behaviorally (e.g. drinking alcohol, weight loss) (Behere et al.
2011; Cohen et al., 2007)

Stress is triggered by traumatic events and major life changes - such as the death
of a beloved person or a sexual assault — or by minor daily hassles - like lost keys or an
argument with a family member. These environmental triggers are called stressors and are
either chronic or acute, depending on their duration (Zajakova et al., 2005). The feelings
and thoughts a person has about these stressors and how they can handle them are called
perceived stress (Varghese et al., 2015).

Besides the original response theory, Lazarus and Folkman (1984) presented another
perspective on stress, stating it is a process whereby a person assesses potential stressors
as challenge or threat (primary appraisal) and if latter is the case, the options to cope with
this specific event (secondary appraisal). If a stressor is seen as a challenge, the perceived
outcome will be a potential growth or gain. If the stressor is appraised as a threat, it might
lead to harm, loss or negative consequences, which is in the first step not necessarily
stressful for the person. In the secondary appraisal, the person assesses if there are options
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and resources to handle the stressor effectively or not. Depending on this answer, the
person perceives the situation as stressful or not.

4. LINK BETWEEN STRESS AND SELF-EFFICACY AND TIMELY
RELATION

This perception, in turn, is, according to Chemers et al. (2001), the connection between
self-efficacy and stress. Individuals with high self-efficacy are more likely to assess a
stressor or demand as a challenge instead of a threat. Consequently, they select a more
effective strategy for coping with the task or persist longer in managing it. Several
studies show a moderate to strong negative correlation between self-efficacy and stress
among college students (e.g. Hackett et al., 1992; Solberg & Villarreal, 1997). In non-
educational settings, self-efficacy is also named as a personal coping resource factor that
has a protective effect against stress (Schwarzer et al., 2005).

Hackett et al. (1992) additionally suggested that there is also a connection in the other
direction, stating that stress and anxiety may lead to a depression of students’ self-efficacy
evaluations. Therefore, the reason is that persons use information about their current
feelings and well-being to estimate their capability to perform a task. If they feel anxious,
fatigued or stressed, they have fewer beliefs in their efficacy. The other way round, they
expect to be more successful when not stressed (van der Bijl, 2001; Pajares, 1996).

As studying is a big transition in life, first semester students are at high risk of
suffering under stressful situations. Besides the new housing away from home, family and
friends, they have to adjust to college life and face the pressure of academic requirements
(Zajacova et al., 2015). Goodman (1993) categorized stress perceived by students in the
clusters academic, financial, time or health related, and self-imposed.

Likewise, Pitt et al. (2017) had similar conclusions about the main sources of stressors
and additionally investigated the timing of these stressors. Their study suggests that the
start and end of the first semester are especially risky for a high level of perceived stress.
Different stressors are prevalent at different times during the semester. Edwards et al.
(2010) also concluded in their study with nursing students that the stress level varies
throughout the three-year program and that a single point of measuring is not sufficient to
get a representative picture of stress among students.

Ouweneel et al. (2013) investigated the relationship between changes in or stability
of self-efficacy and study engagement and academic outcome within one semester. They
suggest that there are changes in the level of some student’s self-efficacy and that these
changes are related to a change of engagement.

Bernacki et al. (2015) also assessed self-efficacy at different points of time during a
self-regulated learning program. They came to the result that it is changing continuously
based on prior efficacy judgement accuracy and fluency.
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5. CONCLUSION

Even though there is some literature investigating single aspects of self-efficacy and
stress, no concrete research explicitly explores the impact of stress on self-efficacy in
the academic setting without considering the performance outcome. Neither was there
longitudinal data linking the two concepts of self-efficacy and stress. Hence, this can be
seen as a potential field of research in the future.

Ifadirect correlation between stress and self-efficacy can be found, stress management
seminars for first semester students might be a practical implication to reduce their
perceived stress level, increase their academic self-efficacy and hence improve their
academic outcome and, consequently, their chances to obtain better jobs. Besides the
performance, good stress management skills and a high level of self-efficacy are valuable
benefits in the vocational setting and increasingly crucial for talent requisition.
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