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Abstract

Introduction and Objective: Academic stress is a major threat to the mental health and performance
of university students, and academic self-efficacy is recognized as a protective factor against it;
however, the conditions determining the strength of this relationship have been less explored. This
study aimed to investigate the moderating role of emotion regulation in the relationship between
academic self-efficacy and academic stress among female students.

Method: This was a descriptive-correlational (cross-sectional) study. The statistical population
consisted of 2,863 female students at the Islamic Azad University, Ilam Branch, during the 2024—
2025 academic year; 340 students were selected using multi-stage cluster sampling. Data were
collected using the Morgan-Jinks Academic Self-Efficacy Scale, the Garnefski Cognitive Emotion
Regulation Questionnaire, and the Zajacova Perceived Academic Stress Scale. Analysis was
performed using Pearson correlation coefficients and moderated hierarchical regression in SPSS
software (version 24).

Findings: Academic self-efficacy (r = -0.54) and emotion regulation (r = -0.47) showed significant
negative relationships with academic stress (p < 0.01). The interaction effect between self-efficacy
and emotion regulation was significant (§ = -0.34, p < 0.001) and explained additional variance
beyond the main effects. Simple slope analysis revealed that the negative relationship between
self-efficacy and academic stress is stronger at high levels of emotional self-regulation than at low
levels.

Conclusion: The protective effect of self-efficacy against academic stress depends largely on the
student's capacity for emotional regulation; therefore, university counseling programs should
integrate the strengthening of self-efficacy beliefs with emotional regulation skills training.
Keywords: Emotional self-regulation, academic self-efficacy, academic stress, moderating effect,
female university students
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Academic life exposes university students to a wide
range of cognitive, emotional, and performance-
related demands. Students are expected to manage
intensive  coursework, examinations, deadlines,
interpersonal relationships, uncertainty about future
careers, and the simultaneous demands of personal
and social life. When these demands are perceived as
exceeding available coping resources, they may
generate academic stress, which can adversely affect
students’ psychological well-being, engagement,
persistence, and educational functioning. Academic
well-being is increasingly regarded as a
multidimensional outcome shaped by both personal
resources and characteristics of the educational
environment. Previous studies have shown that
perceived academic support, psychological capital,
classroom psychosocial climate, academic
engagement, and persistence are closely associated
with students’ academic well-being (Hasannia et al.,
2024; Torabi et al, 2024). Similarly, students’
perceptions of their educational environment and
satisfaction with their learning context have been
associated with perceived academic achievement and
positive educational experiences (Samdal et al., 2023).
Academic lifestyle and patterns of adjustment to
educational demands have also been identified as
important correlates of academic adaptation and well-
being (Sajadian, 2023).

Academic stress is particularly important because
persistent exposure to academic pressures can
undermine students’ capacity to function effectively
and may contribute to disengagement, maladjustment,
and educational withdrawal. Difficulties in learning
and lower academic well-being have been associated
with unfavorable educational trajectories, including an
increased risk of dropout (Korhonen & Aunio, 2023).
Moreover, engagement with studies is dynamically
related to broader indicators of life satisfaction during
young adulthood, suggesting that the quality of
academic functioning is closely intertwined with
students’ overall adjustment (Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro,
2021). Gender may also be relevant to the experience
of academic stress. Evidence indicates that male and
female college students may differ in perceived stress
and coping patterns, with female students in some
contexts reporting greater perceived stress (Graves et
al., 2021). Research specifically involving female
students has further demonstrated that psychological
resources such as self-compassion, academic
optimism, and self-regulation are relevant to academic
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well-being and perceived academic stress (Pourriahi &
Jafarzadeh, 2021; Shirmohammadi et al., 2023).

Among the psychological resources that may protect
students against academic stress, academic self-
efficacy occupies a central position. Academic self-
efficacy refers to students’ beliefs regarding their
capability to successfully organize and perform the
actions required to meet academic demands. Students
with stronger self-efficacy are more likely to regard
difficult tasks as manageable challenges, sustain effort
in the face of obstacles, and interpret academic
demands as situations over which they possess some
degree of control. Recent evidence has situated
academic self-efficacy within a broader network of
motivational, emotional, and self-regulatory
mechanisms involved in learning (Toprak & Yavuz,
2026). Academic self-efficacy has also been linked to
academic motivation, academic self-concept, and self-
regulation as important determinants of educational
success (Najafi & Rezaei, 2025). Moreover, intervention
research suggests that stress-management-oriented
programs can enhance academic self-efficacy among
students experiencing academic stress, supporting the
close association between perceived competence and
stress-related functioning (Sheikh al-Eslami & Seyed
Esmaeili Qomi, 2020). Self-efficacy may therefore
operate as an important cognitive resource through
which students evaluate and respond to educational
pressures.

Nevertheless, believing that one is capable of meeting
academic demands may not always be sufficient to
prevent stress. The extent to which self-efficacy is
translated into effective coping may depend on
students’ ability to manage the emotional responses
elicited by challenging situations. Emotional self-
regulation refers to the capacity to monitor, modify,
and manage emotional reactions in ways that support
adaptive functioning and goal attainment. In an
academic context, students with stronger emotional
self-regulation may be better able to manage anxiety,
frustration, disappointment, and tension associated
with examinations, difficult assignments, negative
feedback, or competing demands. Cognitive emotion
regulation strategies have been shown to predict both
psychological health and academic performance
among university students (Habibzadeh et al., 2021). In
addition, research has demonstrated that self-
regulation is associated with academic well-being and
that perceived academic stress may constitute an
important  mechanism  connecting  individual
psychological resources with students’ educational
well-being (Shirmohammadi et al., 2023).
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Contemporary research increasingly emphasizes the
interdependence of cognitive, motivational, and
emotional processes in academic functioning. Self-
regulated learning is associated with academic
achievement, while academic emotions may constitute
an important mechanism through which self-
regulatory capacities influence learning outcomes
(Sun & Zhang, 2026). A meta-analysis of online and
blended learning environments has similarly
demonstrated a meaningful association between self-
regulated learning  strategies and academic
performance (Zhao et al, 2025). Moreover,
environmental influences on self-regulation and
academic self-efficacy appear to be interconnected
with broader adjustment outcomes (Harma et al., 2025).
Motivational strategies have also been shown to
contribute to the relationship between educational
processes and academic well-being (Yousefi Afrashteh
& Rezaei, 2022). These findings suggest that academic
adaptation cannot be adequately understood through
isolated cognitive or emotional variables; rather, the
interaction between psychological resources may be
particularly important.

From this perspective, emotional self-regulation may
function as a moderator of the relationship between
academic self-efficacy and academic stress. A student
may possess a strong cognitive belief in her ability to
succeed academically but may still experience
substantial stress if she cannot adequately regulate
anxiety or other negative emotions under pressure.
Conversely, when strong academic self-efficacy is
accompanied by effective emotional self-regulation,
students may be better positioned to maintain
confidence, manage emotional arousal, sustain goal-
directed behavior, and experience lower academic
stress. Moderation analysis is specifically suited to
examining whether the strength or direction of the
relationship between a predictor and an outcome
varies according to the level of a third variable (Hayes,
2022). Previous research has highlighted the
importance of psychological resources, resilience, and
positive academic functioning (Akbari et al., 2021), but
the moderating role of emotional self-regulation in the
association between academic self-efficacy and
academic stress, particularly among female university
students, remains insufficiently examined. Therefore,
the present study aimed to investigate the moderating
role of emotional self-regulation in the relationship
between academic self-efficacy and academic stress
among female university students.

Methodology

This study employed a cross-sectional descriptive-
correlational design. The statistical population
consisted of all 2,863 female students enrolled at
Islamic Azad University, Ilam Branch, during the
2024-2025 academic year. A total of 340 students
were selected using multistage cluster sampling.
Participation was based on informed consent and
willingness to cooperate with the research procedures.

Data were collected using three standardized
instruments. Academic self-efficacy was assessed
using the Morgan-Jinks Academic Self-Efficacy
Scale, which consists of 30 items covering the
dimensions of talent, context, and effort. Emotional
self-regulation was assessed using a 36-item emotion
regulation questionnaire measuring nine cognitive
emotion regulation strategies, including self-blame,
rumination, and positive reappraisal. Academic stress
was measured using the Perceived Academic Stress
Scale developed by Zajacova and colleagues,
consisting of 27 academic tasks addressing difficulties
related to academic performance inside and outside

the classroom, university interactions, and
management of work, family, and university
responsibilities.

The collected data were analyzed using SPSS version
24. Descriptive statistics were initially calculated to
characterize the study variables. Pearson correlation
coefficients were then used to examine bivariate
relationships ~ among  academic  self-efficacy,
emotional self-regulation, and academic stress.
Hierarchical regression analysis was subsequently
conducted to determine whether emotional self-
regulation moderated the relationship between
academic self-efficacy and academic stress. The
interaction term between academic self-efficacy and
emotional self-regulation was entered into the
regression model to assess the moderating effect.

Findings

Pearson correlation analysis demonstrated a
statistically significant negative relationship between
academic self-efficacy and academic stress (r=-0.54,
p<0.01), indicating that higher academic self-efficacy
was associated with lower levels of academic stress.
Emotional self-regulation was also significantly and
negatively associated with academic stress (r=-0.47,
p<0.01). In addition, academic self-efficacy was
positively and significantly correlated with emotional
self-regulation (r=0.49, p<0.01), suggesting that
students with stronger academic self-efficacy also
tended to report better emotional self-regulation.



Hierarchical regression analysis further demonstrated
that academic self-efficacy was a significant negative
predictor of academic stress (f=-0.41, t=-5.92,
p<0.001). Emotional self-regulation also significantly
predicted lower academic stress (f=-0.26, t=-3.21,
p=0.001). Most importantly, the interaction between
academic self-efficacy and emotional self-regulation
was statistically significant ($=-0.34, t=-4.08,
p<0.001). The inclusion of the interaction term
significantly increased the explanatory capacity of the
regression model, demonstrating that emotional self-
regulation significantly moderated the association
between academic self-efficacy and academic stress.

Examination of the interaction indicated that the
negative association between academic self-efficacy
and academic stress was stronger among students with
higher levels of emotional self-regulation. Thus,
higher academic self-efficacy was associated with a
greater reduction in academic stress when students
also possessed stronger emotional self-regulatory
abilities. Conversely, among students with lower
emotional self-regulation, the protective association
between academic self-efficacy and academic stress
was comparatively weaker. These findings supported
the main hypothesis of the study regarding the
moderating role of emotional self-regulation.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that academic self-efficacy
constitutes an important psychological resource
associated with lower academic stress among female
university students. Students who have greater
confidence in their ability to handle academic tasks,
solve educational problems, and meet academic
expectations may be less likely to interpret academic
demands as overwhelming or uncontrollable. Stronger
self-efficacy may facilitate persistence, problem-
focused responses, and a greater sense of control
when students face examinations, demanding
assignments, or competing academic responsibilities.
Consequently, academic challenges may be
experienced as manageable requirements rather than
threatening situations, thereby reducing perceived
stress.

Emotional self-regulation was also independently
associated with lower academic stress. This finding
suggests that students’ ability to manage emotional
reactions represents an important protective resource
in academic settings. University students routinely
encounter situations capable of eliciting anxiety,
frustration, worry, disappointment, and fear of failure.
Students who are better able to regulate these
emotional responses may prevent temporary academic
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pressures  from  developing into  persistent
psychological stress. Effective emotional regulation
may preserve attention, facilitate problem solving,
reduce excessive rumination, and enable students to
continue goal-directed academic behavior despite
emotional discomfort.

The positive association between academic self-
efficacy and emotional self-regulation further
indicates  that cognitive  beliefs concerning
competence and emotional management capacities
may reinforce one another. Students who perceive
themselves as academically capable may experience
greater control and therefore less emotional disruption
when encountering educational difficulties. At the
same time, students who successfully manage their
emotional reactions may be better able to use their
skills effectively, experience successful performance,
and subsequently strengthen their academic self-
efficacy.

The central finding of the study was that emotional
self-regulation significantly = moderated  the
relationship between academic self-efficacy and
academic stress. This result extends the interpretation
of the direct relationship between self-efficacy and
stress by demonstrating that the protective role of self-
efficacy depends, at least partly, on students’
emotional regulatory capacity. Academic self-efficacy
represents a cognitive belief that one is capable of
meeting academic demands, whereas emotional self-
regulation determines whether students can maintain
functional behavior when those demands generate
anxiety or emotional arousal. When these two
psychological resources coexist at high levels,
students may simultaneously perceive themselves as
competent and remain capable of managing emotional
reactions to stressful situations. This combination
appears to strengthen the protective association
between self-efficacy and academic stress.

Conversely, high self-efficacy may not provide its full
protective benefit when emotional self-regulation is
weak. A student may intellectually believe that she is
able to perform well but still experience considerable
stress if anxiety, worry, or negative emotional
reactions cannot be effectively controlled. The
findings therefore suggest that cognitive confidence
alone does not completely explain students’ responses
to academic pressure. Emotional competence
determines, in part, whether beliefs about personal
capability can be converted into effective stress
management.

Overall, the study highlights the importance of
considering academic stress within an interactive
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psychological framework rather than attributing it
solely to external academic demands or a single
individual characteristic. Academic self-efficacy and
emotional self-regulation were both independently
associated with lower academic stress, while
emotional self-regulation strengthened the protective
relationship between academic self-efficacy and
stress. The findings suggest that university-based
programs intended to reduce academic stress may be
more effective when they simultaneously strengthen

students’ confidence in managing academic tasks and
develop practical emotional regulation skills.
Accordingly, interventions combining self-efficacy
enhancement with emotional self-regulation training
may provide a more comprehensive approach to
improving students’ adjustment, psychological well-
being, and capacity to cope effectively with academic
demands.
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