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Predicting undergraduate student outcomes: 
Competing or complementary roles  

of self-esteem, self-compassion,  
self-efficacy, and mindsets?

Abstract
Several individual differences have been shown to predict academic and psychological outcomes among university students, 
however, it is not always clear which are most impactful, in part because many of the constructs overlap. Thus, the purpose 
of the present study was to examine the unique contributions of self-esteem, self-compassion, self-efficacy, and mindsets 
when predicting outcomes among university students. Undergraduate students (N = 214) completed an online survey 
including measures of the predictors as well as the outcomes of self-control, mental health, and both course and term grades. 
Correlations confirmed the overlap among the predictors highlighting the importance of examining the unique contributions 
of each. Results of multiple regression analyses showed that self-esteem and self-compassion explained unique variance 
in depression and anxiety over and above self-efficacy and growth mindsets. In contrast, self-efficacy and growth mindsets 
each significantly predicted self-control when controlling for self-esteem and self-compassion. Only self-efficacy predicted 
course grades. Given our results, we suggest that self-compassion and one’s beliefs about their abilities are complementary 
strengths for students attending university and should be considered when designing interventions to improve outcomes.  
Keywords: self-esteem, self-compassion, self-efficacy, mindsets, self-control, mental health, grades

Résumé
Il a été démontré que plusieurs différences individuelles prédisaient les résultats académiques et psychologiques des 
étudiants universitaires. Cependant, il n’est pas toujours facile de savoir quelles sont les différences qui ont le plus d’impact, 
en partie parce que de nombreux construits psychologiques se chevauchent. Ainsi, le but de cette étude était d’examiner 
les contributions uniques de l’estime de soi, de l’autocompassion, de l’auto-efficacité et de l’état d’esprit lors de la prédiction 
des résultats chez les étudiants universitaires. Des étudiants de premier cycle (N = 214) ont rempli un sondage en ligne 
comprenant des mesures des prédicteurs ainsi que des résultats concernant le contrôle de soi, la santé mentale et les notes 
obtenues aux cours et pour le trimestre. Des corrélations ont confirmé le chevauchement entre les prédicteurs, soulignant 
ainsi l’importance d’examiner les contributions uniques de chaque prédicteur. Les résultats des analyses de régression 
multiple ont indiqué que l’estime de soi et l’autocompassion expliquaient la variance unique de la dépression et de l’anxiété 
au-delà de l’état d’esprit quant à l’auto-efficacité et au développement. En revanche, les variables de l’état d’esprit quant à 
l’auto-efficacité et au développement ont chacune prédit significativement le contrôle de soi en contrôlant pour l’estime de soi 
et l’autocompassion. Il n’y a que l’auto-efficacité qui a prédit les notes aux cours. Étant donné nos résultats, nous suggérons 
que, pour les étudiants universitaires, l’autocompassion et les croyances de l’individu quant à ses habiletés sont des forces 
complémentaires qui doivent être considérées dans la conception d’interventions bénéfiques.
Mots-clés : estime de soi, autocompassion, auto-efficacité, états d’esprit, contrôle de soi, santé mentale, notes
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Introduction
Researchers and clinicians alike increasingly focus on 
individual strengths that may help people face the chal-
lenges they experience in everyday life. For young adults 
attending university, this is an important direction be-
cause of the unique stressors associated with navigat-
ing the social and academic demands of postsecondary 
education. Indeed, up to 31% of university students in 
the Maritime Provinces of Canada fail to graduate (Mar-
itime Provinces Higher Education Commission [MPH-
EC], 2018). Moreover, university students, as young 
adults between the ages of 15 and 24 years, have the 
highest rates of mood and anxiety disorders in Canada 
(Pearson et al., 2013). Whereas several individual dif-
ferences predict academic and psychological outcomes 
among university students, it is not always clear which 
are most impactful, in part because many of the con-
structs overlap. Thus, the purpose of the present study 
was to examine the unique contributions of self-esteem, 
self-compassion, self-efficacy, and mindsets when pre-
dicting outcomes among university students. 

University is often portrayed as an exciting time in 
which students enjoy independent living and the aca-
demic focus on subjects which are of interest to them. 
However, not every student is equipped to be successful 
and a sizable literature highlights skills and strategies 
that increase the likelihood of academic success. For 
example, research shows that successful students at-
tend classes (e.g., Dey, 2018); manage their time (e.g., 
Razali et al., 2017); and use active learning strategies 
(e.g., Sanitchai & Thomas, 2018).  Nevertheless, univer-
sity students must forge social relationships and adjust 
to different living arrangements resulting in a predispo-
sition to experience poorer physical (e.g., Adams et al., 
2008) and mental health (e.g., Ibrahim et al., 2013) which 
may, in turn, threaten academic success (e.g., Andrews 
& Wilding, 2004). Therefore, we focused on factors that 
are known predictors of academic success and mental 
health.

Predictors
Research documents the benefits of holding a positive 
evaluation of one’s self (i.e., high self-esteem) (Rosen-
berg, 1965). For university students, having high self-es-
teem was associated with better grades and adjustment 
to college (e.g., Weisskirch, 2018). Although there is a 

positive association between self-esteem and academic 
performance, some researchers argue that this relation-
ship is, at best, weak (e.g., Zeigler-Hill et al., 2013). Oth-
ers maintain that self-esteem does not lead to academic 
success, rather, self-esteem results from achievement 
(Baumeister et al., 2003). Still others propose that this 
relationship operates cyclically whereby self-esteem 
contributes to behaviours that enhance or undermine ac-
ademic performance which, in turn, increase or decrease 
self-esteem (e.g., Swann et al., 2007). The nature of the 
relationship between self-esteem and mental health is 
similarly debated, however, the associations between 
low self-esteem and depression and anxiety are strong 
(Sowislo & Orth, 2013). Regardless of the exact nature 
of the relationship between self-esteem and outcomes, 
it was included here because of the robust relationships 
uncovered in past research. 

Although having high self-esteem has generally 
been shown to be beneficial, pursuing high self-esteem 
has negative consequences. Crocker and Park (2004) 
cogently argued and outlined research to show that peo-
ple often engage in maladaptive strategies to achieve or 
maintain high self-esteem such as taking less respon-
sibility, disregarding negative feedback, demeaning 
others, or becoming aggressive. In response to growing 
criticism of self-esteem (e.g., Baumeister et al., 2003), 
Neff (2003a, 2003b) proposed an alternative construct 
that captures the benefits of self-esteem without the 
negative consequences (Neff & Vonk, 2009). Self-com-
passion is an attitude towards one’s self that is bene-
ficial when one is experiencing hardship or suffering 
as it involves kindness, care, and understanding (Neff, 
2003a). Self-compassion is robustly related to less de-
pression, anxiety, and the experience of stress as seen 
in correlational (e.g., MacBeth & Gumley, 2012; Zessin 
et al., 2015) and experimental investigations (e.g., Neff 
& Germer, 2013).  University students high in self-com-
passion viewed disappointing grades in a more positive 
light (Allen & Leary, 2010) and were more intrinsically 
motivated to achieve mastery (e.g., Neff et al., 2005). 
Although Neff (2003a) theorized that self-compassion 
differs from self-esteem, these constructs significantly 
overlap (e.g., Neff & Vonk, 2009). 

A third construct that moderately correlates with both 
self-esteem and self-compassion is self-efficacy (e.g., de 
Souza & Hutz, 2016) where self-efficacy refers to the be-
lief that one is capable of a behaviour or able to attain 
a goal (Bandura, 1977). Individuals high in self-efficacy 
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were theorized to be more likely to approach and persist 
at behaviours, and subsequently, more likely to succeed 
(Bandura, 1977, 1997). In a meta-analysis, Moulton et 
al. (1991) found that self-efficacy accounted for a sub-
stantial portion of variance in academic performance 
and persistence. This has been corroborated by a more 
recent meta-analytic investigation across 109 samples 
(Robbins et al., 2004). 

The final predictor examined was mindsets. Mind-
sets refer to implicit theories about the malleability of 
attributes such that a person with a growth mindset (i.e., 
incremental theorist) believes that personal attributes 
can be developed and a person with a fixed mindset 
(i.e., entity theorist) believes that such attributes are 
fixed at birth (Yeager & Dweck, 2012). Adopting a growth 
mindset appears to set the stage for success such that 
one is motivated to learn and master material regard-
less of failures (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Middle school 
students with a growth mindset were more likely to en-
roll in challenging courses (e.g., Romero et al., 2014), 
were more academically engaged (e.g., Bostwick et al., 
2017), and had higher grades (Claro et al., 2016). There 
is less research on mindsets in university students, 
however, the findings appear to be robust across pop-
ulations. Among first year university students, having a 
growth mindset was associated with willingness to take 
a remedial course following poor performance (Hong et 
al., 1999), and expending more studying effort ( Sriram, 
2014). Additionally, having a growth mindset was related 
to well-being (e.g., Passmore et al., 2018; Romero et al., 
2014) and social integration in university (Zander et al., 
2018). Interestingly, being self-compassionate was as-
sociated with mastery goals and intrinsic motivation, key 
aspects of having a growth mindset (Neff et al., 2005). 

The four constructs outlined were deliberately cho-
sen for the present investigation for two reasons. First, 
including self-esteem and self-compassion was consid-
ered important because they both reflect positive self-at-
titudes, both relate to the outcomes of interest, and both 
significantly overlap. However, self-esteem is a global 
construct that involves evaluations of self-worth whereas 
self-compassion is most beneficial when one considers 
their inadequacies or failures and does not entail eval-
uations of one’s self (Neff & Vonk, 2009). Second, we 
included self-efficacy and mindsets because they both 
reflect beliefs and both have been shown to be linked 
to positive academic behaviours, and, to a lesser ex-
tent, mental health outcomes. However, they differ be-

cause self-efficacy is akin to confidence in one’s self 
and, in contrast, mindsets, are beliefs about the ability 
to change. 

Up to this point, we have defined four constructs that 
are associated with academic and mental health out-
comes, what remains unclear is the unique contributions 
of each. Because there is considerable overlap among 
them, it is difficult to discern if one outperforms the oth-
ers for specific outcomes. Academic institutions imple-
ment initiatives and programs to help students succeed 
in coursework, complete their degree programs, manage 
stress, and maintain mental health; however, administra-
tors and faculty need to consider what attributes would 
lead to the outcomes of interest and the evidence of 
their effectiveness. One outstanding question concerns 
whether these constructs are competing or complemen-
tary strengths for outcomes that capture success in uni-
versity including self-control, mental health, and grades. 

Outcomes
Self-control is the capacity to regulate behaviours, 
thoughts, and emotions to attain a goal that is either 
short term (e.g., achieving an A on tomorrow’s test) or 
long term (e.g., graduating) (Carver & Scheier, 2011; 
Vohs & Baumeister, 2004). For example, in preparing 
for a test, students must set aside time to study and 
decline social opportunities to devote time to studying 
(i.e., behaviour regulation) as well as manage their 
anxiety over performance (emotion regulation). Longi-
tudinal research with grade eight students found that 
self-control explained a significant amount of variance 
in high school GPA (Duckworth & Seligman, 2005). In 
their meta-analysis, de Ridder et al. (2012) showed that 
self-control was also important for college and university 
students. Students with high self-control were less like-
ly to procrastinate (e.g., Steel, 2007), had adaptive time 
management skills (Misra & McKean, 2000), and were 
not derailed by distractions (Tangney et al., 2004). Fur-
thermore, some researchers like Tangney et al. (2004) 
found that self-control predicted grades. The evidence 
corroborates the claim that the ability to regulate one’s 
self has non-trivial consequences in the context of uni-
versity and involves skill sets that facilitate success. 

We also focused on mental health as an outcome 
because rates of depression were estimated to be three 
times as high in university students as in the general 
population (Ibrahim et al., 2013), and almost 50% of 
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undergraduate students reported moderate to severe 
anxiety (Bayram & Bilgel, 2008). Both depression and 
anxiety are associated with negative academic out-
comes including lower grades (e.g., Anson et al., 1984; 
Hysenbegasi et al., 2005) and dropout (e.g., Hjorth et al., 
2016). Students also experience high levels of stress, 
further exacerbating successful adaptation and aca-
demic success (e.g., Wilks & Spivey, 2010). Finally, we 
included grades as an outcome because they are a rela-
tively objective index of students’ success.   

Overview of the present investigation
By recruiting university students to complete an online 
survey, we aimed to uncover the unique contributions of 
self-esteem, self-compassion, self-efficacy, and growth 
mindsets for predicting self-control, mental health, and 
grades. To capture students’ self-regulatory skills, we in-
cluded a general index of self-control and persistence 
as well as a specific index of academic self-control and 
emotional self-control. For mental health, we included 
measures to assess depression, anxiety, and stress 
as well as more positively valanced scales of general 
well-being. We first hypothesized significant correlations 
among the predictors demonstrating overlap among 
self-esteem, self-compassion, self-efficacy, and mind-
sets. We also hypothesized that all the predictors would 
be associated with the outcomes of self-control, mental 
health, and grades. Thus, zero order correlations would 
demonstrate patterns previously shown in the literature. 
However, using multiple regression analyses including 
all predictors, we aimed to uncover the unique contribu-
tions of each for predicting outcomes. 

Method

Participants and Procedure
Following approval from the institution’s research ethics 
board, undergraduate students enrolled in Introductory 
Psychology in the first four weeks of the academic year 
were invited to complete an online survey. Initially, 219 
students accessed the survey and received course cred-
it for their participation. Four attention checking items 
were randomly placed within the survey and, at the end 
of the survey, participants were asked if the responses 
they gave were trustworthy. Data from three participants 
who either incorrectly responded to the attention checks 

or indicated that their responses were not trustworthy 
were deleted. Data from two additional participants were 
deleted as they failed to answer any questions beyond 
demographics. 

The final sample comprised 214 students (Mage = 
19.31 years, SD = 2.37) with 67.3% identifying as female 
(n = 144), 32.2% as male (n = 69) and one person who 
failed to indicate their gender. Of the 211 participants 
who indicated ethnicity, the majority were Caucasian  
(n = 179; 85%) with others indicating Asian ethnicity  
(n = 15; 7%), Black/African Canadian (n = 6; 2.8%), 
Mixed/Biracial (n = 6; 2.8%) or First Nations/Indigenous 
(n = 4; 1.9%). Most participants were in their first (n = 
142; 66.4%) or second (n = 45; 21%) year of university 
with the remainder (n = 27; 12.6%) in third, fourth, or fifth 
year. Following informed consent, participants complet-
ed the measures and were then provided with feedback. 

Materials

Demographic Information 
Using open ended questions, participants were asked 
to indicate their gender, birth year, ethnicity, and year 
of study. 

Predictors
Self-esteem. Rosenberg’s (1965) ten item scale was 

used to index global self-esteem. Participants indicated 
their agreement to statements (e.g., “On the whole, I am 
satisfied with myself”) using a scale from zero (strong-
ly disagree) to three (strongly agree). Responses were 
summed to yield a possible range from zero to 30 with 
higher scores indicating higher self-esteem. Cronbach’s 
alpha in the present sample was .88. 

Self-compassion. We used Neff’s (2003a) 26 item 
scale for which participants indicated their endorsements 
of statements (e.g., “I’m kind to myself when I’m experi-
encing suffering”) on a scale from one (almost never) to 
five (almost always). In line with recommendations (e.g., 
Neff et al., 2016), we calculated overall scores by averag-
ing responses to all items for a possible range from one 
to five with higher scores indicating higher self-compas-
sion. In the present sample, Cronbach’s alpha was .92.

Self-efficacy. Chen et al.’s (2001) eight item scale 
was used to index one’s general self-efficacy. Partici-
pants responded to items (e.g., “I will be able to success-
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fully overcome many challenges”) with a scale ranging 
from one (strongly disagree) to five (strongly agree). Re-
sponses were averaged with a possible range from one 
to five with higher scores indicating more self-efficacy. In 
the present sample, Cronbach’s alpha was .91.

Mindsets. The Mindset Quiz developed from 
Dweck’s (2000) theory1 was used to index participants’ 
views of ability (14 items; e.g., “You can always substan-
tially change how intelligent you are”) and character (six 
items; e.g., “You can always change basic things about 
the kind of person you are”). Participants indicated their 
responses on a scale from zero (strongly disagree) to 
four (strongly agree) and items were summed to yield 
two scores for which higher values represent more 
growth mindset for ability (possible range from zero to 
56; Cronbach’s α = .73) or character (possible range 
from zero to 24; Cronbach’s α = .62). 

Outcomes
Self-control. To index self-control, we used Tangney 

et al.’s (2004) 13 item self-report scale. Participants in-
dicated the degree that statements (e.g., “I am good at 
resisting temptation”) reflected how they typically were 
using a scale from one (not at all) to five (very much). Re-
sponses were summed to yield a score that could range 
from 13 to 65 with higher scores indicating more self-con-
trol. Cronbach’s alpha in the present sample was .83. 

Persistence. Two items (e.g., “I will often continue 
to work on something, even after other people have giv-
en up”) from Steinberg et al. (2012) were used as a direct 
measure of task persistence. Each item was responded 
to on a scale from one (false) to four (true) and respons-
es were summed to yield a range from two to eight with 
higher scores indicating more persistence. In the pres-
ent sample, Cronbach’s alpha was modest at .59. 

Academic self-regulation. Geldhof et al.’s (2012) 
15 item scale was used to index academic self-regu-
lation. Participants responded to each item (e.g., “It 
is easy for me to stay focused on my schoolwork”) on 
a scale from one (not at all) to seven (very much) and 
responses were summed to yield one score that could 
range from 15 to 105 with higher scores indicating more 
self-regulation with academics. In the present sample, 
Cronbach’s alpha was .90. 

Emotion regulation. Gross and John’s (2003) emo-
tion regulation scale was used to index two regulatory 

processes: cognitive reappraisal (e.g., “I control my 
emotions by changing the way I think about the situa-
tion I’m in”) and emotive suppression (e.g., “I control my 
emotions by not expressing them”). Participants indi-
cated the extent of agreement with each statement on 
a scale from one (strongly disagree) to seven (strongly 
agree). Responses to six items were summed to yield an 
overall score on cognitive reappraisal that could range 
from six to 42 (Cronbach’s α = .81) and, responses to 
four items were summed to yield a possible range from 
four to 28 for emotive suppression (Cronbach’s α = .75) 
with higher scores indicating more cognitive reapprais-
al/emotive suppression.

Mental health. Lovibond and Lovibond’s (1995) De-
pression, Anxiety and Stress Scale-21 items (DASS-21) 
includes three self-report scales to index three emotional 
states (depression, anxiety, stress). Each scale com-
prises seven items (e.g., stress: “I found it hard to wind 
down”) that participants are asked to indicate how much 
this applies to them over the past week using a scale 
from zero (did not apply to me at all) to three (applied 
to me very much or most of the time). Responses for 
relevant items on each scale were summed and ranged 
from zero to 21 with higher scores indicating higher lev-
els of each state. In the present sample, Cronbach’s al-
phas were .91, .85, and .82 for depression, anxiety, and 
stress, respectively. 

Psychological well-being. Participants completed 
Diener et al.’s (2009) eight item flourishing scale by in-
dicating their extent of agreement with each statement 
(e.g., “I lead a purposeful and meaningful life”) on a scale 
from one to seven. Responses were summed to yield a 
possible range from 15 to 56 with higher scores indicat-
ing many psychological strengths and resources. In the 
present sample, Cronbach’s alpha was .90. 

Grades. Participants were asked to indicate their 
willingness for the researchers to collect their term 
grades for Introductory Psychology and their overall 
grade point average for the first semester from their 
course instructors and from a secure database, respec-
tively. One hundred and two students consented for the 
researchers to access their grades which ranged from 
zero to 4.3 where D minus corresponds to a grade of 
0.7 and each increment of .3 in grade represents an in-
crease in the letter grade (e.g., 1.0 = D; 1.3 = D plus) for 
a maximum value of A plus (grade = 4.3). 
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Results
Scores were computed if participants had responded to 
at least 80% of the items for each scale and this resulted 
in no missing data. Background statistics were comput-
ed including means, standard deviations, Cronbach’s 
alphas, and correlations. Then, multiple regression anal-
yses were undertaken to examine the unique contribu-
tions of each predictor.

Background Analyses
Because there were five scales used to examine reg-
ulatory processes (self-control, persistence, academic 
self-regulation, cognitive reappraisal, and emotive sup-
pression), we sought to reduce these to a fewer number 
of variables for analyses. We rescaled the scores on 
emotive suppression such that higher scores indicated 
less emotional suppression so that this aligned with the 
scores on the other variables where high scores indi-
cated more self-control. We undertook a principal com-
ponents analysis with Varimax rotation with scores on 
reappraisal, suppression, self-control, persistence, and 
academic self-regulation. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Test 
was .57 and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was < .001 in-
dicating the data were marginally suitable for factor 
analysis. Two factors were extracted and accounted for 
60.35% of the variability based on eigenvalues greater 
than 1.00 and supported by the Scree plot. For the first 
component, subsequently labeled as general self-con-
trol, the loadings were .78, .67, .81, .25, and -.11 for 
self-control, persistence, academic self-regulation, cog-
nitive reappraisal, and emotive suppression, respective-
ly. For the second component, subsequently labeled as 
emotional control, the loadings were .15, -.29, .31, .61, 

and .81 for self-control, persistence, academic self-reg-
ulation, cognitive reappraisal, and emotive suppression, 
respectively. Scores from scales with loadings greater 
than .40 were summed to yield two scores and these 
groupings were supported by Cronbach’s alphas of .92 
for general self-control (self-control, persistence, and 
academic self-regulation) and .75 for emotional control 
(cognitive reappraisal and emotive suppression). 

Hypothesis Testing
We first computed descriptive statistics and bivariate 
correlations among the predictors: self-esteem, self-com-
passion, self-efficacy, ability mindsets, and character 
mindsets as these constructs reflect individual strengths/
resources. As expected, self-compassion, self-esteem, 
and self-efficacy moderately overlapped whereas these 
scores showed small positive correlations with ability 
mindsets and were not related to character mindsets. 
Thus, scores on character mindsets were excluded from 
further analyses. 

Correlations among the outcome variables are in 
Table 2. Notable is the finding that all correlations were 
significant, with the exception of those involving grades. 
Specifically, both indices of self-control were associated 
with mental health outcomes; however, course grade and 
term GPA were positively associated with behavioural 
self-control (and not emotional control) and both grades 
were inversely related to depression and anxiety (and 
not stress). 

We next examined the correlations between the 
predictors and outcomes (Table 3). As expected, self-es-
teem, self-compassion, and self-efficacy showed similar 
patterns of relationships with the outcomes whereby 
they were all significantly related to self-control and psy-

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations among individual difference variables (N = 214)

Variable Mean (SD) 1 2 3 4

1. Self-compassion 2.73 (0.60)

2. Self-esteem 16.98 (5.29) .62**

3. Self-efficacy 3.55 (0.70) .40** .56**

4. Ability mindset 27.04 (4.63) .15* .16* .21**

5. Character mindset 10.72 (2.38) -.01 .12 .15* .51**
Note. * indicates p < .05 and ** indicates p < .01.
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chological well-being. However, only self-efficacy was 
related to course and term GPA. Ability mindsets related 
to self-control and two of the four outcomes related to 
psychological well-being (depression and flourishing) 
and not significantly related to GPA.

The relationships uncovered between the predictors 
and outcomes provide support for undertaking multiple 

regression analyses to examine the unique variance ac-
counted for by the predictors. We specified multiple re-
gression models in which the predictors of self-esteem, 
self-compassion, self-efficacy, and ability mindsets were 
entered simultaneously for the prediction of each out-
come. Table 4 includes the results for all eight multiple 
regression analyses including those for the outcomes 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and correlations among outcome variables (N = 214)

Variable Mean (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1.General self-control 113  
(19.73)

2. Emotional control 43.96  
(8.31)

.22**

3. Depression 7.13 
(5.44)

-.37** -.36**

4. Anxiety 7.10 
(5.16)

-.19** -.21** .65**

5. Stress 8.79 
(4.72)

-.15* -.22** .62** .77**

6. Well-being 42.86  
(7.6)

.48** .49** -.57** -.31** -.29**

7. Course grade 3.18 
(1.02)

.45** .07 -.34** -.21* -.12 .12

8. Term GPA 2.92 
(0.94)

.41** .02 -.31** -.20* -.11 .09 .86**

Note. * indicates p < .05 and ** indicates p < .01. Correlations involving course grade and term GPA are based on 102  
observations. 

Table 3. Correlations between predictor and outcome variables N = 214

Outcome Variables
(Mean, SD)

Predictor General 
self-control

(113, 
19.73)

Emotional 
control

(43.96, 
8.31)

Depression 

(7.13,  
5.44)

Anxiety 

(7.10, 
5.16)

Stress 

(8.79, 
4.72)

Well-being 

(42.86, 
7.6)

Course 
GPA

(3.18, 
1.02)

Term GPA 

(2.92, . 
94)

Self-esteem .36** .42** -.67** -.47** -.38** .71** .19 .19

Self-compassion .23** .50** .52** -.46** -.51** .51** .15 .06

Self-efficacy .48** .24** -.39** -.28** -.24** .58** .28** .24*

Ability Mindset .29** .24** -.20** -.04 -.10 .29** .15 .04

Note. * indicates p < .05 and ** indicates p < .01. Correlations for course GPA and term GPA are based on 102 observations. 
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of self-control (general and emotional), psychological 
wellbeing (depression, anxiety, stress, well-being), and 
grades (course grade and term GPA).  All assumptions 
were met. There were no multivariate outliers as all stan-
dardized residuals ranged between -3 and +3 and data 
were normally distributed based on probability plots. 
Tolerance levels were all greater than .51, indicating 
multi-collinearity was not an issue.

As seen in Table 4, self-efficacy and ability mind-
sets both predicted general self-control whereas nei-
ther self-compassion nor self-esteem accounted for any 
unique variance. In contrast, self-esteem and self-com-
passion each uniquely contributed to the prediction of 
emotional control, depression, and anxiety whereas 
self-efficacy failed to account for any variance in these 
outcomes and mindsets contributed to the prediction of 
emotional control only. Furthermore, self-compassion 
predicted less stress whereas self-esteem did not, and 
self-esteem predicted flourishing whereas self-compas-
sion did not. In line with the bivariate correlations, only 
self-efficacy was a significant predictor of course grade 
and marginally significant for overall GPA.

Discussion
The purpose of this study was to investigate the unique 
contributions of individual difference variables known to 

predict outcomes among university students. Through 
self-reports, we examined self-esteem, self-compassion, 
self-efficacy, and mindsets as predictors of self-control, 
mental health, and grades.

Bivariate correlations showed that the predic-
tors substantially overlapped ranging from small (e.g., 
self-compassion and ability mindset) to large (e.g., 
self-compassion and self-esteem). Thus, much like 
previous research demonstrating overlap (e.g., de Sou-
za & Hutz, 2016; Neff et al., 2005; Neff & Vonk, 2009; 
Passmore et al., 2018), the results highlight the utility 
of examining their unique contributions in a variety of 
outcomes. To the best of our knowledge, no research 
to date has explored the relative contributions of these 
overlapping constructs for predicting outcomes among 
university students. 

Whereas the bivariate correlations between the pre-
dictors and the outcomes were largely as expected, key 
to our study were the results of the multiple regression 
analyses. Specifically, we first showed that self-effica-
cy and mindsets each significantly predicted general 
self-control whereas self-esteem and self-compassion 
did not. Recall that general self-control encompassed 
items that targeted behaviours for resisting temptation, 
persisting on tasks, and completing academic work. Be-
cause self-efficacy captures the beliefs that one has in 
their own abilities (Bandura, 1977) and mindsets capture 

Table 4. Predicting self-regulation, psychological well-being, and grades from individual differences (N = 214)

Outcome Self-esteem 
b (SE) β

Self-compassion 
b (SE) β

Self-efficacy 
b (SE) β

Mindsets 
b (SE) β

F R2

General self- 
control 0.55 (0.31) .15 -1.11 (2.47) -.03 10.41 (2.02)** .37 0.81 (0.26)** .19 20.03 .28**

Emotional  
control 0.30 (0.13)* .19 5.29 (1.03)** .38 -0.66 (0.84) -.06 0.30 (0.11)** .17 22.39 .30**

Depression -0.57 (0.07)** -.55 -1.56 (0.58)** -.17 0.05 (0.48) .01 -0.1 (0.06) -.08 47.07 .47**

Anxiety -0.29 (0.08)** -.30 -2.37 (0.65)** -.28 -0.12 (0.53) -.02 0.06 (0.07) .06 19.38 .27**

Stress -0.09 (0.07) -.10 -3.53 (0.59)** -.45 <0.01 (0.49) <.01 -0.02 (0.06) -.02 19.26 .27**

Well-being 0.73 (0.09)** .51 1.02 (0.73) .08 2.53 (0.60)** .23 0.24 (0.08)** .15 71.64 .58**

Course grade <.01 (0.03) -.01 .07 (.20) .04 .34 (.17)** .25 0.02 (0.02) .09 2.37 .09+

GPA 0.02 (0.02) .11 -.12 (0.19) -.08 0.26 (0.16) .21^ -.01 (0.02) -.03 1.69 .07
Note. * indicates p < .05 ** indicates p < .01 + indicates p = .058. Multiple regression models for course grade and GPA were 

based on 102 participants.
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the beliefs about the malleability of those abilities (Yea-
ger & Dweck, 2012), these results demonstrate that be-
liefs were more predictive than attitudes towards one’s 
self. Students who believe that they can successfully 
meet academic challenges and who also believe that 
learning is acquired through effort are those who reg-
ulate their behaviours. In contrast, having high positive 
regard for one’s self and/or responding to one’s self with 
compassion was not associated with self-regulation as 
indexed in the present study. Whereas a large literature 
attests to the benefits of self-compassion for psycholog-
ical health, including emotion regulation, few studies 
have examined its relationship to behavioural regulation. 
In their meta-analysis, Biber and Ellis (2019) found that 
self-compassion interventions were effective for improv-
ing health behaviours (i.e., eating, smoking, exercise, 
self-care) across seven studies. Biber and Ellis (2019) 
argued that self-compassion interventions may be par-
ticularly helpful for those who are self-critical or harsh 
towards themselves regarding their health behaviours. 
In the present study, we did not identify students who 
judged their academic performance negatively, making 
it difficult to discern if self-compassion provides bene-
fits for specific groups of students who may experience 
more emotional impact regarding their academics. 

 Importantly, both self-efficacy and growth mindsets 
can be fostered through interventions. Interventions 
aimed at increasing self-efficacy target specific domains 
(e.g., Unrau et al., 2018) and typically incorporate the 
sources of self-efficacy outlined by Bandura (1997) to 
strengthen one’s confidence in their abilities. Research 
also demonstrates that growth mindsets can be fostered 
with targeted interventions with subsequent improve-
ments in academic outcomes (e.g., Blackwell et al., 
2007; Yeager et al., 2016).  

For the outcome of emotional control, in addition to 
growth mindsets, self-esteem and self-compassion in-
dependently predicted more engagement in strategies 
intended to regulate one’s emotions. Moreover, self-es-
teem and self-compassion were the only significant pre-
dictors of depression and anxiety, each accounting for a 
unique portion of the variability. The lack of a relationship 
between self-efficacy and mindsets with aspects of psy-
chological health may be explained by the focus of the 
measures used in the present study. Specifically, both 
self-efficacy and mindsets were limited to the academic 
setting asking respondents to consider their schoolwork 

or their learning. Research using measures to index 
people’s beliefs in the context of mental health may un-
cover relationships not found in the present study.

Overall, the results for the mental health outcomes 
are in line with past research (e.g., MacBeth & Gumley, 
2012; Sowislo & Orth, 2013) highlighting the value of 
self-attitudes for emotional well-being. Thus, interven-
tions targeting such attitudes would contribute to likely 
reduce mental health concerns on campuses. A sizable 
literature now exists establishing the effectiveness of 
self-compassion interventions (e.g., Neff & Germer, 
2013) that result in increases in mood, mindfulness, 
compassion for others, life satisfaction, and happiness, 
as well as corresponding decreases in anxiety, depres-
sion and stress (Finlay-Jones et al., 2017; Neff & Ger-
mer, 2013; Shapiro et al., 2005). 

Although in the present study self-compassion was 
the only predictor that did not significantly contribute to 
the prediction of general well-being (i.e., flourishing), 
this may be explained by the level of abstraction of the 
predictors and outcome. When predictors and criteria 
are matched in terms of whether they are general or 
specific, the relationships are likely more accurate (e.g., 
Swann et al., 2007). Both self-esteem and self-efficacy 
were general indices as was the outcome of flourishing, 
but not all predictors and criteria were well matched. For 
example, self-compassion may be a less general attitude 
insofar that it is most beneficial when one focuses on 
inadequacies or failures. Certainly, when using these 
same constructs for predicting the specific outcome of 
grades, most failed to do so. 

The results for grades were unexpected because 
only self-efficacy predicted course grade and there were 
no significant predictors for overall GPA. Thus, it appears 
that having confidence in one’s ability to obtain a specific 
grade in a course may translate to behaviours that facil-
itate achievement of such a goal. In contrast, holding a 
positive view of one’s self may not alter goal directed be-
haviour. Yet the lack of results for grades may also be ex-
plained by the fact that grades are multi-determined and 
do not only reflect one’s ability or aspects of one’s self. 
Furthermore, data collection occurred in the first month 
of the first semester of the academic year with grades 
collected at the end of term. It is possible that there were 
changes in the predictors over the time span. Future re-
searchers should consider multiple assessments of the 
constructs of interest to determine changes.   

http://journals.sfu.ca/cjhe/index.php/cjhe


Predicting Undergraduate Student Outcomes                                                                                                                             
L Wasylkiw, S. Hanson, L. MacRae Lynch, E. Vaillancourt, & C. Wilson  

Canadian Journal of Higher Education  |  Revue canadienne d’enseignement supérieur 
50:2 (2020)  

10

There are at least three limitations associated with 
the present study. First, we relied on self-report measures 
to index all variables (except for grades). Although we 
controlled for careless responding by including attention 
checking questions, the use of self-reports may have pre-
disposed participants to respond in a socially desirable 
way. Researchers may want to include an index of social 
desirability in future investigations to control for such bi-
ases. Second, the cross-sectional nature of the data only 
allows us to speculate on the causal directions of the 
variables studied. Although our ordering of the variables 
was in line with theory and past research, our results do 
not preclude reciprocal relationships. However, the rela-
tionships uncovered may contribute to identifying poten-
tial pathways. For example, self-compassion may have 
an indirect effect on grades (i.e., actual performance) via 
mental health. Whereas we did not explore such models 
because of the number of analyses already undertaken 
and the limited sample size, only longitudinal studies 
would support causal mediational relationships. Finally, 
although we targeted a first-year course, not all students 
who participated were in their first year. It seems likely 
that students develop many of the attributes we were in-
terested in as they progress through their studies. 

The results here bring good news for those insti-
tutions already targeting mental health and academic 
behaviours and those that have adopted interventions 
related to the variables studied here. We believe that in 
addition to showing the unique contributions of key pre-
dictors of student outcomes, we have highlighted the im-
portance of considering multiple outcomes. We propose 
that a focus on student outcomes should not be limited to 
academics but include mental health and psychological 
well-being. Moreover, we suggest that researchers con-
tinue to explore the individual contributions of our cho-
sen predictors in other outcomes relevant for university 
students such as commitment to education. Additionally, 
there may be other predictors not included here that are 
equally important for success in university. 

To offer definitive recommendations based on our 
results would be premature. However, we can suggest 
that, based on past literature and our results, self-com-
passion and beliefs (both self-efficacy and mindsets) 
have complementary (vs. competing) roles in outcomes 
for university students. Specifically, increasing one’s be-
lief in their ability and promoting growth mindsets are 
routes to behavioural strategies that contribute to aca-

demic success and, in contrast, fostering self-compas-
sionate attitudes may be an effective avenue for alleviat-
ing mental health concerns.
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