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background
Although perfectionistic strivings and concerns show dis-
tinct associations with athletes’ psychological functioning, 
no study has estimated their total unique effects on per-
ceived stress and self-confidence. Moreover, it remains un-
tested whether perceived stress serves as a pathway link-
ing perfectionism to athletes’ self-confidence. We aimed 
to a) estimate the total unique effects of perfectionism on 
perceived stress and self-confidence, and b) test the indirect 
effects of both perfectionism dimensions on self-confidence 
via perceived stress.

participants and procedure
A total of 214 Polish athletes (98 female, 116 male; age 
range 14-30; M = 18.94, SD = 2.90) from individual and team 
sports, competing at diverse sport levels, completed online 
questionnaires assessing perfectionism, perceived stress, 
and self-confidence. Total unique effects were estimated 
and path analyses were conducted using structural equa-
tion modeling with bootstrapped confidence intervals.
 
results
Total unique effects of perfectionism were relatively large 
for perceived stress and small to medium for self-confi-

dence. Perfectionistic concerns positively predicted per-
ceived stress and negatively predicted self-confidence, 
whereas perfectionistic strivings showed no significant ef-
fect on stress and positively predicted confidence. The in-
direct effect of perfectionistic concerns on self-confidence 
via perceived stress was significant (B  =  −0.15, 95%  CI 
[−0.289, −0.053]). Perfectionistic strivings showed no indi-
rect effect (B = −0.01, 95% CI [−0.097, 0.053]).
 
conclusions
The findings suggest perceived stress as a potential path-
way linking perfectionistic concerns to reduced self-confi-
dence, contributing 21% of its total effect. Perfectionistic 
strivings appear to enhance confidence independently of 
perceived stress. Longitudinal research is needed to con-
firm the direction and stability of these pathways.
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Background

Self-confidence – an athlete’s belief in their ability to 
perform successfully under competitive conditions –  
is recognized as one of the most important psy-
chological factors of successful athletes (Rees et al., 
2016). Research consistently shows that it is associat-
ed with enhanced focus and higher performance ef-
fectiveness among other adaptive outcomes (Vealey 
& Chase, 2008). Consequently, athletes, coaches, and 
sport psychologists have long sought to identify in-
dividual dispositions that can predict self-confidence 
and interventions that can elevate it. Self-confidence, 
however, is not a fully fixed characteristic – it fluc-
tuates, in response to situational demands, feedback, 
and, most importantly, how stressful events are ap-
praised (Vealey, 2001). One personality trait that is 
associated with both stress appraisal and self-confi-
dence is perfectionism (Hill et al., 2018). This raises 
the question of whether perfectionism may indirect-
ly undermine athletes’ self-confidence through its 
association with elevated perceived stress, and what 
the overall (i.e., total unique) effect of perfectionism 
on self-confidence is.

Perfectionism

Perfectionism is a multidimensional personality trait 
characterized by exceedingly high performance stan-
dards accompanied by overly critical self-evaluation, 
and is best described with two higher-order dimen-
sions: perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic 
concerns (Hill et  al., 2024). Perfectionistic strivings 
capture the pursuit of stringent, self-imposed stan-
dards and self-critical tendencies. Perfectionistic 
concerns, in turn, capture preoccupation with mis-
takes and imperfections, the perception of imposed 
high standards and negative evaluations from others, 
and dependence on external validation for self-worth 
(Hewitt & Flett, 1991). As such, perfectionistic con-
cerns are consistently associated with maladaptive 
and negative outcomes, including higher levels of 
distress, athlete burnout, and mental health symp-
toms (Hill et al., 2018), while perfectionistic strivings 
show a mix of negative (e.g., higher anxiety symp-
toms; Smith et al., 2018) and positive outcomes (e.g., 
superior sport performance; Waleriańczyk, 2025).

Perfectionism and self-confidence

Previous research indicates that perfectionistic striv-
ings are associated with greater self-confidence, 
while perfectionistic concerns are negatively related 
to self-confidence (Mouratidis &  Michou, 2011). As 
evidenced by meta-analytical data, the effect sizes 
for the strivings-confidence relationship are smaller 

compared to the concerns-confidence relationship 
(Hill et al., 2018). However, these estimates do not ac-
count for the high intercorrelation of perfectionistic 
strivings and concerns. Consequently, they cannot 
determine whether the overall effect of perfectionism 
on self-confidence is neutral, adaptive, or maladap-
tive. This limitation is addressed by the recently in-
troduced total unique effects (TUE) approach, which 
calculates the summed standardized coefficients for 
both dimensions, revealing perfectionism’s net im-
pact (Hill et al., 2021). When both dimensions show 
effects in opposite directions – as is usually the case 
for self-confidence – the TUE shows to what extent 
they cancel each other and which dimension domi-
nates. Conversely, when the effects are in the same 
direction, the TUE illustrates the full magnitude of 
the joint effects.

Importantly, most prior studies have relied on ze-
ro-order correlations or have controlled for only one 
perfectionism dimension at a time, which cannot dis-
entangle the overlapping variance of perfectionistic 
strivings and concerns. This is a notable limitation, 
as the two dimensions are typically highly intercor-
related (Hill et al., 2024), and their unique and joint 
contributions to outcomes such as self-confidence re-
main obscured when examined separately. The TUE 
approach addresses this gap by summing the stan-
dardized regression coefficients of both dimensions 
from a  simultaneous regression, producing a  single 
index of perfectionism’s net effect on a  given out-
come (Hill et al., 2021). Its practical utility has recent-
ly been illustrated in research on athlete motivation, 
where TUE were small for autonomous motivation, 
as the two dimensions of perfectionism exerted op-
posing effects, and large for controlled motivation, 
where the effects of perfectionistic strivings and con-
cerns aligned (Karbowska et al., 2026). To date, this 
approach has not been applied to self-confidence or 
perceived stress in athletes.

The link between perfectionism and self-confi-
dence can be better understood through the lens of 
Vealey’s (2001) seminal sport confidence model. Vea-
ley defined sport confidence as an athlete’s belief in 
their ability to perform a  specific task successfully 
under competitive conditions, emphasizing that it is 
dynamically shaped by internal (e.g., self-evaluation, 
emotional responses) and external factors (e.g., com-
petitive pressure, feedback). Notably, several of these 
factors align with features of perfectionism, particu-
larly with the excessive self-criticism, self-worth con-
tingent upon achievement, and the need for external 
validation – all important components of perfection-
istic concerns (Flett & Hewitt, 2002). These links are 
further evidenced by studies showing that both per-
fectionistic strivings and concerns are associated with 
more critical evaluations of one’s own performance 
in competition (Waleriańczyk et  al., 2023) and that 
athletes whose self-esteem depends on external vali-
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dation tend to experience heightened anxiety and di-
minished belief in their abilities (Koivula et al., 2002).

Perceived stress as a linking process

Crucially, confidence is not merely a response to ob-
jective success or failure; it is filtered through cog-
nitive appraisal (Vealey & Chase, 2008). This points 
to stress appraisal as a  potential pathway through 
which perfectionism and confidence are linked. In the 
cognitive-transactional model (Lazarus &  Folkman, 
1984), stress is a subjective experience arising from 
the appraisal of demands as threatening relative to 
one’s coping resources. Perfectionistic concerns are 
consistently associated with such threat appraisals: 
athletes high in concerns interpret competitive sit-
uations as threatening, ruminate over mistakes, and 
doubt their ability to meet expectations (Hill et  al., 
2010). The pattern for perfectionistic strivings, how-
ever, appears more complex, as on one hand, perfec-
tionistic strivings include a  component of self-crit-
icism. On the other hand, with their task-oriented 
focus, perfectionistic strivings might help interpret 
situations as motivating rather than threatening 
(Koivula et al., 2002).

Perceived stress has already been established as 
a  mediator in the relationship between perfection-
ism and several maladaptive outcomes. For example, 
it mediates the relationship between perfectionistic 
concerns and athlete burnout (Olsson et al., 2022) and 
the relationship between perfectionistic concerns and 
psychological well-being (Chang, 2006). Given that 
perfectionistic concerns contribute to higher levels 
of perceived stress and that stress, in turn, is asso-
ciated with lower self-confidence, perceived stress 
may represent one of the pathways through which 
perfectionism erodes athletes’ confidence. Two lines 
of evidence suggest that this may be the case. First, 
perfectionistic concerns are consistently associated 
with higher perceived stress, driven by threat ap-
praisal and self-critical cognitions (Hill et al., 2010). 

Second, perceived stress is negatively related to 
self-confidence, as threat appraisal has been shown 
to diminish athletes’ belief in their abilities (Morais 
et al., 2025; Vealey & Chase, 2008). By contrast, if per-
fectionistic strivings do not elevate perceived stress, 
then their positive association with self-confidence 
would reflect a direct effect rather than one operating 
through stress. 

Although perceived stress has been tested as a me-
diator between perfectionism and burnout (Olsson 
et al., 2022) and between perfectionism and well-be-
ing (Chang, 2006), these findings cannot be directly 
extrapolated to self-confidence. Self-confidence in 
sport has distinct theoretical antecedents that are 
rooted in mastery experiences, social comparison, 
and cognitive appraisal of competitive demands (Vea-
ley, 2001), and the mechanisms linking perfectionism 
to confidence may therefore differ from those operat-
ing for burnout or well-being. To date, no study has 
tested whether perceived stress serves as a pathway 
linking perfectionism to self-confidence in athletes, 
nor has the total unique effect of perfectionism on 
these outcomes been estimated.

Present study

In the present study, we aimed to estimate 1) the total 
unique effects of perfectionism on perceived stress 
and self-confidence, and 2) the indirect effects of per-
fectionistic strivings and concerns on self-confidence 
via perceived stress in a  diverse group of athletes 
(Figure 1). We expected that 1) the total unique ef-
fects of perfectionism would be positive and relative-
ly large for perceived stress, and negative and small 
to medium for self-confidence and that the relative 
contribution would be higher for perfectionistic con-
cerns in both cases, and 2) the indirect effect of per-
fectionistic concerns on self-confidence via perceived 
stress would be significant and negative, while the 
indirect effect of perfectionistic strivings would not 
be significant.

Figure 1

Conceptual model of the hypothesized relationships between perfectionism, perceived stress and self-confidence
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Participants and procedure

Participants

The study involved 214 Polish athletes (98 female, 
116 male; age range 14-30; M = 18.94, SD = 2.90) com-
peting regularly at regional, national, or internation-
al levels. For benchmarking purposes, based on Fritz 
and Mackinnon (2007), a sample size of 148 would be 
sufficient to detect small-to-medium effects for the 
bias-corrected bootstrap test of mediation with .80 
power. The age range of 14-30 years reflects the de-
velopmental span during which athletes enter struc-
tured competitive environments, a range typical for 
competitive sport psychology samples (e.g., McKay 
et al., 2022). All participants were athletes recruited 
from training facilities in Poland, resulting in a cul-
turally homogeneous sample. The  questionnaires 
were completed online on the Qualtrics platform. To 
ensure high quality of data, following prior arrange-
ments with coaches, the researchers visited training 
facilities and provided athletes who consented to 
participate with an online link to the questionnaires. 
The study was approved by the Ethics Committee at 
the Faculty of Psychology, University of Warsaw.

Among the participants, 104 athletes practiced in-
dividual sports such as Kyokushin karate, fencing, or 
track and field, while 110 participants were engaged 
in team sports, including football, volleyball, and bas-
ketball. Based on the Participant Classification Frame-
work (McKay et al., 2022), which provides a unified 
framework for assessing athletes’ level of sport ad-
vancement, 62 athletes represented Tier  2 (athletes 
who compete at the regional level with limited possi-
bilities for skills development), 57 Tier 3 (athletes who 
are competing at the national level, having structured 
and personalized training), and 95  Tier 4 (athletes 
competing at the international level).

Measures

Perfectionism. Perfectionism was assessed using 
a  multi-measure approach – a  standard practice 
shown to increase reliability and validity (Stoeber 
& Madigan, 2016). Selected subscales from the Mul-
tidimensional Perfectionism Scale-2 (S-MPS-2; Got-
wals &  Dunn, 2009) and the Performance Perfec-
tionism Scale–Sport (PPS-S; Hill et  al., 2016) were 
combined to create higher-order indicators of perfec-
tionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns (Hill 
et al., 2024; Stoeber & Madigan, 2016). Perfectionistic 
strivings were calculated as the standardized sum 
of scores from the personal standards subscale from 
S-MPS-2 and the self-oriented performance perfec-
tionism subscale from PPS-S. Perfectionistic con-
cerns were derived from the concern over mistakes 
and doubts about actions subscales from S-MPS-2, 

together with the socially prescribed performance 
perfectionism subscale from PPS-S. Both Polish ver-
sions of the S-MPS-2 and PPS-S have demonstrated 
satisfactory reliability and validity (Waleriańczyk 
et al., 2022).

Perceived stress. Perceived stress was assessed us-
ing the 10-item version of the Perceived Stress Scale 
(PSS-10; Cohen et al., 1983) in the Polish adaptation 
by Juczyński and Ogińska-Bulik (2009), a widely used 
measure designed to evaluate the degree to which in-
dividuals appraise situations in their lives as stressful. 
The PSS was originally developed as a 14-item mea-
sure, and was shortened based on the factor analy-
sis to a 10-item version, which has since become the 
most widely used form. The PSS items refer to sub-
jective experiences of tension, overload, and coping 
with daily problems and personal events. Participants 
indicated how often they felt a certain way during the 
past month on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 
0 (never) to 4 (very often). The PSS captures the cog-
nitive and emotional appraisal of stress, rather than 
objective exposure to stressors, making it suitable for 
examining the psychological experience of stress in 
athletes. The  Polish version of the PSS has demon-
strated satisfactory reliability and validity in sport 
and non-sport populations (Juczyński &  Ogińska- 
Bulik, 2009).

Athletes’ self-confidence. Athletes’ self-confidence 
level was assessed using the Self-Confidence sub-
scale from the Revised Competitive State Anxiety 
Inventory-2 (CSAI-2R; Cox et al., 2003) in the Polish 
adaptation (Borek-Chudek, 2019). The subscale con-
sisted of five statements rated on a four-point Likert 
scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 4 (very much), with 
athletes instructed to answer in line with how they 
usually feel during competitions. The Polish version 
of the CSAI-2R has demonstrated satisfactory reli-
ability and validity (Borek-Chudek, 2019).

Analytical strategy

First, we conducted a set of preliminary analyses to 
identify and remove outliers and inspect the internal 
consistencies of the scales. Next, we calculated bivar-
iate correlations between perfectionism, perceived 
stress, and self-confidence. Subsequently, following 
Hill et  al. (2021), we calculated the TUE of perfec-
tionism and the relative weights to determine the 
overall effect of perfectionism and the relative con-
tribution of each dimension to perceived stress and 
self-confidence. Finally, path analysis was conducted 
to test the indirect effects of perfectionistic strivings 
and concerns on self-confidence via perceived stress. 
The path model was estimated using observed (com-
posite) variables rather than latent variables; scale 
scores were computed as means of the respective 
items. Both dimensions of perfectionism were in-



Weronika A. Mazur, Wojciech Waleriańczyk, Julia Karbowska, Bogdan Zawadzki

56

cluded as simultaneous predictors, allowing estima-
tion of their unique direct and indirect effects while 
controlling for their shared variance. Indirect effects 
were tested using bias-corrected bootstrap confidence 
intervals with 5,000 resamples. All analyses were con-
ducted using R version 4.3.0 with the lavaan package.

Results

Preliminary analyses

Before the main analyses, we screened for missing 
data and for participants who failed the attention 
check (e.g., “In this question, select ‘I disagree’”), but 
none were found. One univariate outlier (based on |z| 
> 3.29) and no multivariate outliers were found. Next, 
we calculated McDonald’s ω to determine the internal 
consistency for all variables in the study (Table 1).

Descriptive statistics and correlations

The internal consistencies were above .80 (McDon-
ald’s ω) for all variables, indicating satisfactory re-
liability (Table 1). Perfectionistic strivings showed 
a  positive correlation with perceived stress and no 
significant correlation with self-confidence. Perfec-

tionistic concerns were positively related to perceived 
stress and negatively to self-confidence. The two di-
mensions of perfectionism showed the expected high 
intercorrelation.

Total unique effects of perfectionism

For self-confidence, the TUE was significant, nega-
tive, and small-to-medium (TUE = −.228), indicating 
that, overall, perfectionism was associated with low-
er self-confidence. Relative weight analysis revealed 
that perfectionistic concerns were a dominant predic-
tor, accounting for 64.5% of the explained variance, 
whereas perfectionistic strivings explained 35.5%.

For perceived stress, the total unique effect of 
perfectionism was significant, positive, and large 
(TUE = .521). Relative weight analysis indicated that 
perfectionistic concerns were again a dominant pre-
dictor, accounting for 94.1% of the explained variance, 
while the contribution of perfectionistic strivings was 
minimal (5.9%).

Path analysis

The results of the path analysis are presented in Ta-
ble  2 and Figure 2. The  model accounted for 25.7% 

Table 1

Descriptive statistics, reliability, and correlations

Variable M SD ω 1 2 3 4

1. Perfectionistic strivings –0.04 1.67 .83 –

2. Perfectionistic concerns –0.01 2.24 .90 .54** –

3. Perceived stress 2.96 0.71 .86 .29** .51** –

4. Self-confidence 14.31 3.21 .89 .01 –.36** –.34** –
Note. N = 214; ω – McDonald’s omega; **p < .001.

Note. *p < .01, **p < .001.

Figure 2

Standardized coefficients for the paths from the conceptual model based on structural equation modelling

Perfectionistic 
strivings

Perfectionistic 
concerns

Perceived  
stress
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–.22*
.03

.49**
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of the variance in perceived stress and 21.8% of the 
variance in self-confidence. Because the main mod-
el with all paths freely estimated is just-identified 
(df = 0), fit indices are not informative for this spec-
ification. However, since the path from perfectionis-
tic strivings to perceived stress was nonsignificant, 
we estimated a  trimmed model excluding this path 
(df = 1). The trimmed model demonstrated excellent 
fit to the data, χ²(1) = 0.19, p = .660, RMSEA = .00 (90% 
CI [.00, .14]), CFI = 1.00, NNFI = 1.03, SRMR = .007 
(see Table  S1 in Supplementary materials for full 
model output).

Direct effects on perceived stress

Perfectionistic concerns were a  significant positive 
predictor of perceived stress (β = .49, p < .001), indi-
cating that athletes with higher levels of perfection-
istic concerns experienced significantly more stress. 
Perfectionistic strivings, in contrast, were not signifi-
cantly related to perceived stress (β = .03, p > .05).

Direct effects on self-confidence

Perfectionistic strivings were a  significant positive 
predictor of self-confidence (β  =  .28, p  <  .001). Per-
fectionistic concerns were negatively related to 
self-confidence (β = −.40, p <  .001). Perceived stress 
was a significant negative predictor of self-confidence 
(β = −.22, p < .01).

Indirect effects

The indirect ef﻿fect of perfectionistic concerns on 
self-confidence via perceived stress was significant 
and negative (B  =  −0.15, 95% CI [−0.289, −0.053]). 
The indirect effect of perfectionistic strivings was not 
significant (B = −0.01, 95% CI [−0.097, 0.053]). These 
results indicate that perceived stress functions as 
a pathway linking perfectionistic concerns, but not 
perfectionistic strivings, to reduced self-confidence.

Total effects

The analysis of total effects confirmed the negative re-
lation of perfectionistic concerns to self-confidence, 
with 21.2% of this effect accounted for by the indirect 
pathway through perceived stress. Furthermore, the 
analysis of total effects confirmed the positive rela-
tion of perfectionistic strivings to self-confidence, 
with a caveat that this effect was entirely direct.

Discussion

This study examined the total unique effects of per-
fectionism on perceived stress and self-confidence, 
and tested whether perceived stress may function as 
a  pathway linking perfectionism to self-confidence. 
The total unique effect of perfectionism was large and 
positive for perceived stress and small-to-medium 
and negative for self-confidence, with perfectionistic 

Table 2

Path coefficients, standard errors, and confidence intervals for perfectionism, perceived stress, and self-confidence

Paths B SE β 95% CI

Effects on perceived stress     

PS → perceived stress (a1) 0.01 .03  .03 [–.053, .080]

PC → perceived stress (a2) 0.15** .02  .49 [.106, .200]

Direct effects on self-confidence

PS → self-confidence (c1) 0.55** .14  .28 [.264, .837]

PC → self-confidence (c2) –0.57** .12 –.40 [–.793, –.352]

Perceived stress → self-confidence (b) –1.00* .33 –.22 [–1.624, –.329]

Indirect effects

PS → perceived stress → self-confidence –0.01 .04 [–.097, .053]

PC → perceived stress → self-confidence –0.15† .06 [–.289, –.053]

Total effects

PS → self-confidence 0.54** .14 [.255, .824]

PC → self-confidence –0.73** .11 [–.950, –.511]
Note. N = 214; PS – perfectionistic strivings; PC – perfectionistic concerns; B – unstandardized coefficient; β – standardized coefficient. 
95% CIs based on 5,000 bootstrap samples. *p < .01, **p < .001; †95% CI excludes zero.
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concerns being the dominant dimension for both out-
comes. Furthermore, path analyses revealed that the 
indirect pathway through perceived stress accounted 
for 21% of the perfectionistic concerns’ total negative 
effect on self-confidence. In contrast, the effects of 
perfectionistic strivings on self-confidence were posi-
tive and entirely direct.

Total unique effects of perfectionism 
on perceived stress and self-confidence

The total unique effects analysis revealed distinct 
patterns for perceived stress and self-confidence. For 
perceived stress, the effects of both dimensions were 
in the same direction, resulting in a large total unique 
effect (TUE  =  .52). For self-confidence, these effects 
operated in opposing directions; the positive effects 
of perfectionistic strivings were offset by the nega-
tive effects of perfectionistic concerns, resulting in 
a small-to-medium negative effect (TUE = –.22). These 
analyses provide a clear illustration that even though 
in sport, perfectionism is still frequently positioned as 
an adaptive characteristic (Rees et al., 2016), its over-
all effects on crucial components of optimal athlet-
ic functioning appear to be predominantly negative. 
This aligns with research outside of sport, where the 
overall impact of perfectionism has been shown to be 
maladaptive in relation to burnout, depression, anxi-
ety, and other outcomes (Hill et al., 2021).

Direct and indirect effects 
of perfectionism on self-confidence

The findings suggest that the net effect of perfection-
ism on self-confidence is negative and driven main-
ly by perfectionistic concerns. We now turn to the 
potential mechanism underlying this association. 
The  observed pathway linking perfectionistic con-
cerns to self-confidence via perceived stress aligns 
with broader theoretical frameworks, such as the 
stress process model (Hewitt & Flett, 2002). The cen-
tral premise of this model is that perfectionism is 
accompanied by several mechanisms linked to stress 
generation, anticipation, perpetuation, and enhance-
ment. In the current study, these mechanisms appear 
to be confined to the dimension of perfectionistic 
concerns, which was associated with lower self-con-
fidence not only directly, but also indirectly through 
higher perceived stress. Athletes high in perfectionis-
tic concerns tend to generate stressful events through 
self-defeating cognitions – they fixate on mistakes, 
doubt their actions, and are preoccupied with the 
discrepancies between their expectations and out-
comes (Flett et  al., 2020). These cognitive patterns 
create chronic stress, which, in turn, erodes athletes’ 
self-confidence. Vivid examples of this process are 

provided by qualitative studies of perfectionistic foot-
ballers who report cycles of anxiety, self-criticism, 
rumination, and a  fixation on negatives (Donachie 
et  al., 2025). Notably, as perceived stress accounted 
for 21% of the total effect of perfectionistic concerns 
on self-confidence, other mechanisms also contribute 
substantially to this association. Indeed, recent re-
search has shown that perfectionism interacts with 
self-efficacy in predicting anxiety and depression 
(Kozłowska & Kuty-Pachecka, 2023) suggesting that 
beliefs about one’s coping capacity may represent 
an additional pathway through which perfectionism 
influences psychological outcomes in performance 
contexts.

Perceived stress appears less important for the 
perfectionistic strivings-confidence relationship. 
We found no evidence for an indirect effect through 
this pathway, while the direct effect of perfection-
istic strivings on self-confidence was positive. This 
suggests that other mechanisms must underlie the 
strivings-confidence relationship. Previous research 
points to motivational processes (e.g., more intrin-
sic motivation; Madigan et  al., 2016) and a  higher 
tendency to reach the flow state (Blachowska et al., 
2023) as potential explanations of these findings. 
Importantly, these positive effects of perfectionistic 
strivings should not be taken as evidence that perfec-
tionism enhances self-confidence. They emerge only 
after controlling for perfectionistic concerns, and the 
two dimensions typically coexist (Hill et  al., 2024). 
The negative TUE highlights that, in reality, the detri-
mental effects of concerns may outweigh any benefits 
of strivings. In other words, perfectionistic athletes 
tend to report lower levels of self-confidence than 
athletes who are not perfectionistic – the positive re-
sidual effect of perfectionistic strivings does not re-
verse the negative effects of perfectionistic concerns.

Limitations, strengths, and future 
directions

Despite the significant findings, this study has several 
limitations. First, the correlational design does not al-
low for determining the direction of causality between 
the examined variables. Furthermore, cross-sectional 
mediation models can produce biased estimates of 
the effect sizes, compared to truly longitudinal me-
diation effects (Maxwell & Cole, 2007). Importantly, 
mediation analysis assumes a specific causal ordering 
among variables; however, the cross-sectional design 
does not allow for establishing temporal precedence. 
Therefore, the observed indirect effects should be in-
terpreted as associative rather than causal, and future 
longitudinal or experimental studies are needed to 
verify the proposed pathways. Longitudinal reexam-
ination of the effects from the current study is war-
ranted and would be worthwhile. Second, while the 
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use of a multi-measure approach to assessing perfec-
tionism is an important strength of the study, which 
enhances construct validity, all measures are self-de-
scriptive. Another limitation of the present study is 
that no age-based analyses were conducted, despite 
the relatively broad age range of participants. Given 
that adolescents and adults may differ in psychologi-
cal functioning and the development of sport-related 
confidence, future research should examine potential 
age-related differences in the relationships between 
perfectionism, perceived stress, and self-confidence. 
Future studies could also benefit from incorporating 
multi-method assessments (e.g., physiological indi-
cators of stress, coach ratings) to triangulate self-re-
ported data. Additionally, exploring other potential 
mediating and moderating variables, such as coping 
strategies, motivational climate, or social support, 
may provide deeper insights into the mechanisms 
linking perfectionism, stress, and confidence in sport.

Another limitation concerns the cultural homoge-
neity of the sample. All participants were Polish ath-
letes, and Poland is characterized by relatively high 
individualism (Hofstede, 2016). Research suggests 
that cultural orientation may influence the expres-
sion and consequences of perfectionism; for instance, 
perfectionistic tendencies and their associations with 
stress and self-evaluation may differ between indi-
vidualistic and collectivist cultures. Similarly, the 
appraisal of stress and the sources of self-confidence 
may be shaped by cultural values and social norms. 
Therefore, the generalizability of the present find-
ings to athletes from different cultural backgrounds 
should be examined in future cross-cultural research.

Conclusions

The findings suggest that the overall effect of per-
fectionism on self-confidence is negative and driven 
mainly by perfectionistic concerns. Perceived stress 
appears to be one pathway through which concerns 
may be linked to lower confidence, while the posi-
tive effects of strivings operate independently of per-
ceived stress. These findings highlight the importance 
of addressing perfectionism and stress appraisal in 
athletes struggling with self-confidence. In particu-
lar, interventions targeting the cognitive appraisal of 
competitive situations may be especially beneficial. 
Cognitive-behavioral approaches, including accep-
tance and commitment therapy, have shown promise 
in reducing perfectionism and perfectionistic cog-
nitions in athletes (Watson et  al., 2024), suggesting 
that interventions targeting perfectionistic concerns 
may, in turn, help in attenuating perceived stress and 
strengthening self-confidence.

Supplementary materials are available on the jour-
nal’s website.
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