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The impact of current failures on
predicted well-being for future
success: Different mechanisms
of action in high and low
self-threat situations

Zhijun Hou'?!, Yuting Wang®?#, Lin Li*?* and Jingjing Song*?

!Institute of Education, China University of Geosciences, Wuhan, China, ?Research Center for
Psychological and Health Sciences, China University of Geosciences, Wuhan, China

This study explored the effect of current performance on the predicted well-
being for future success and its mechanism. This empirical research consists
of two experiments. In Study 1, the individual's predicted well-being of future
performance in the tests was lower in good feedback condition compared with
bad feedback condition. It means that individuals have a higher expectation of
future success after an unimportant loss. Study 2 focused on the moderating
role of self-threat situations and the mediating role of affect and self-esteem
in the effect of current performance feedback on predicted well-being. The
results showed that individuals who got bad feedback have a low predicted
well-being of future success only in a high self-threatening condition. Self-
threat plays a moderating role between current performance and predicted
well-being. The serial mediation role of affect and self-esteem in the negative
effect of current performance on predicted well-being holds in high self-
threat situations. By specifying the behavioral consequences and analyzing
the psychological process in high and low self-threat situations, this research
expands the literature on development of appropriate cognitive theories and
propose novel measures and practical implications of enhancing predicted
well-being.
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1. Introduction

1.1. The relationship between current failure and
predicted well-being

The ranking of performance in a task affects the experience of well-being in people.
According to social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954), when there is a lack of self-
evaluation criteria, individuals tend to reduce uncertainty by comparing themselves to
others who are similar. One of the sources of well-being is a comparison with others in
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society. Thus, people who perform well on tasks tend to feel more
current well-being than those who perform poorly. Predicted well-
being refers to individuals’ well-being when they envision future
success in a task. The results of previous studies related to current
failure and predicted well-being are divergent (Feather, 1966;
Blascovich and Tomaka, 1996; Blascovich et al., 2004; Dimenichi
and Richmond, 2015; Baumeister et al., 2018; Chen and Qu, 2021;
Newman and Nezlek, 2022). One study confirmed that, after
experiencing an initial failure, individuals tend to lower their
expectations of future good performance, whereas after achieving
initial success, individuals increase their expectations of future
good performance (Feather, 1966). In this study, failure was
discouraging and success was encouraging. However, some
researchers’ experiments have shown the opposite: reflecting on
failure can enhance individuals’ courage, motivation, and
performance (Dimenichi and Richmond, 2015). It seems that
failure is more motivating at this point.

In real life, people typically respond to failure in two beliefs.
One typical belief is sour grapes. Will people mock and belittle
predicted well-being for future success like the fox eating sour
grapes (“belittle-the-goal” hypothesis)? The other typical belief is
that some people tend to manage their expectations with such
notions as “What is valuable is rare;” or “What you cannot get is
better” Therefore, these people will continue to challenge after
failure and believe that they will have a higher predicted well-
being for future success (“grasp-the-nettle” hypothesis). These two
opposing approaches (“belittling the goal” or “grasping the nettle”
both seem to be valid. Nevertheless, they cannot be correct
simultaneously under the same conditions. It's worth exploring
whether individuals are of high or low well-being after failure.
Therefore, we proposed H1.

HI: After a current failure, individuals have higher predicted
well-being of future success.

1.2. Moderating effect of self-threat

Bad feedback not always led to negative reaction and
expectation. For example, experiments have shown that
participants who are sure they have lost a game have more negative
expectations and post hoc reconstructions than those who believe
they still have a fair chance (Wilson et al., 2004). Whether people
feel self-threat might influence people’ reaction and expectation
after bad feedback (Qu and Lim, 2016). Some researchers have
found that predicting participants’ well-being from a observer
perspective and improving a poor test result to an excellent one
resulted in higher levels of predicted well-being than those who
consistently performed well (Sjstad et al., 2020). Another study
showed similar results that showing the failure experience increase
observers’ intention to try (Luan and Li, 2022). Thus, we suspected
that the self-threat plays a moderation role in the relationship
between bad feedback and predicted well-being.
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Self-threat is defined at the operational level as an experience
of failure (Hakmiller, 1966). According to this definition, negative
experiences that people inevitably encounter in real life, such as
poor performance, neglect in exams and jobs, or lower-than-
expected results, can produce self-threat for individuals (Steele,
1988). The implicit standards of competition and comparison may
predispose individuals to focus on differences in abilities between
themselves and others which causes individuals to perceive the self
as different from the standard, thus, triggering self-threat (Han
and Chi, 2012). In addition, the biopsychosocial model defined
challenge and threat as two states that occur after assessing
situational needs and personal resources in a goal-related
performance environment (Blascovich and Tomaka, 1996;
Blascovich et al,, 2004). Life experience tells us that the sense of
threat from failing a vital exam is often higher than the threat from
losing a game. Therefore, contexts may affect self-threat. One
study found that, in situations where the outcome is attributed to
ability, individuals had higher expectations of success after
completing a crossword puzzle and lower expectations after the
inability to complete a crossword puzzle (Mcmahan, 1973). In
contrast, in situations where the outcome is attributed to luck,
individuals had lower expectations of success after completing a
crossword puzzle and higher expectations after failure to do so
(Mcmahan, 1973). The difference between the two seems to
explain the divergence between the belittle-the-goal and grasp-
the-nettle scenarios that have characterized previous research
findings related to current failure and predicted well-being.
Therefore, using the luck-based task as a low self-threat situation,
H2 is proposed.

H2: In a low self-threat situation, the worse the individual’s
current performance (the lower ranking), the higher the
predicted well-being (the grasp-the-nettle hypothesis).

Average adults are motivated to protect, maintain, or enhance
their self-concept. When threatened by the ego, the individual’s
initial motivation to learn is disrupted, causing the individual to
ignore failure and stop processing information (Oettingen et al.,
2012; Eskreis-Winkler and Fishbach, 2019, 2022). People in self-
threat states are negatively affected by stress, anxiety, and other
factors and perform poorly on tasks (Jamieson et al., 2018). Threat
is a state of avoidance motivation, which occurs when the
assessment of situational needs exceeds personal resources, and
changes in threat assessment and positive affect mediate the
impact of the task frame on task performance (Chen and Qu,
2021). Thus, the individual acts to counteract and minimize the
threat, that is, engage in psychological defense (Sedikides, 1993).
There are three main types of defenses against self-threats:
compensation, breaking, and resistance (Vandellen et al., 2011; Liu
etal., 2017). Compensation refers to undermining the importance
of negative information when a person feels threatened and
compensating for negative feedback in the moment with other
strengths, such as a low score in test. Conversely, people who
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adopt a compensatory defense strategy emphasize their abilities in
other areas (Liu et al, 2017). Breaking refers to people
undermining their existing self-concept after being threatened
and choosing to lower their expectations rather than deny the
negative information. For example, individuals avoid
disappointment by preparing for losses and protecting themselves
from possible disappointment by reducing expectations or even
predicting the worst-case scenario (Shepperd et al., 2000).
Resistance is the refusal to acknowledge negative information
about oneself when threatened. An example of resistance would
be when an individual performs poorly on an ability test and
declares that his or her level of ability is not related to personal
identity or future success in life (Sjstad et al., 2020). In summary,
after experiencing failure in the present, individuals stop
processing the current event and focus on getting rid of the threat
and maintaining self-esteem consequent to the ego threat.
Accordingly, the belittle-the-goal hypothesis seems more likely to
hold in general when experienced self-threat. Therefore,

we propose H3.

H3: In a high self-threat situation, the worse the individual’s
current performance (the lower ranking), the lower the
predicted well-being (the belittle-the-goal hypothesis).

Thus, the grasp-the-nettle hypothesis is valid for the low-self-
threat situation, and the belittle-the-goal hypothesis is reasonable for
the high-self-threat situation. The self-threat situations may be the
boundary condition that explains the frequency of either grasping
the nettle or belittling the goal. This explains the moderating role of
the self-threat situations. Therefore, we proposed H4.

H4: Situational self-threat plays a moderating role between
current performance and predicted well-being.

1.3. The mediating role of affect and
self-esteem

It is necessary to further explore the mechanism of poor current
performance led to low predicted well-being in high self-threat
condition. We suspected the affect and self-esteem might
be important mediators. Affect may mediate the relationship
between present moment performance and predicted well-being.
Affect is one of the most essential components of subjective well-
being (Diener, 2000). Based on Diener’s point of view, scholars have
widely agreed that life satisfaction, positive affect, and negative affect
are the three main components of subjective well-being. According
to the cognitive theory of emotions, different people show different
emotional responses to the same event or situation because people
differ in their mental evaluation (attribution) of environmental
events (Arnold, 1960). In other words, feedback received influences
an individual’s affect. A meta-analysis found that anticipated
emotions have a more substantial influence on decision-making and
behavior than affect in the present (Baumeister et al., 2016). Just as
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people expect to remain miserable for a long time after a breakup
with their partner but do not know the extent and duration of the
impact moment, the effect on the predicted well-being during
important real-life events is frequently overestimated (Morewedge
and Buechel, 2013). Life events closely related to the individual and
the future often include high self-threat situations. People who
experience failure tend to experience more significant mood swings,
deny the individual’s high relevance, end present performance, and
defend themselves through strategies that devalue predicted well-
being (Sjstad et al., 2020). In a low self-threat situation, which is
relatively insignificant, the current performance of a task may not
be as crucial to the individual and therefore does not result in an
overestimation of the current affect and predicted well-being.
Self-esteem may play a mediating role between current
performance and predicted well-being. Individuals’ self-esteem
increases after experiencing success (Greenberg et al., 1992; Butler
et al,, 1994). However, failure always leads to losses, thus people are
likely to be disappointed with failures and experience failure
aversion, in which process individuals’ failure aversion negatively
affected learning from failure through increasing the individuals’
perceived loss of self-esteem (Zhang et al., 2022); people tend to look
away from failure and not pay attention to it to protect their self-
esteem (Eskreis-Winkler and Fishbach, 2022). Above studies have
confirmed the relationship between success and failure and self-
esteem, which is consistent with the definition of self-threat
(Hakmiller, 1966). However, the relationship between self-esteem
and well-being may be more divergent than a simple positive
correlation, as presented by most previous studies. Most studies
suggest that self-esteem predicts the participants’ level of well-being
with the outcome (Rosenberg et al., 1995; Dutton and Brown, 1997).
Individuals with high and stable self-esteem tend to have higher well-
being levels (Paradise and Kernis, 2002). However, some researchers
have found results opposed to those of previous studies. For example,
the correlation between the self-esteem and subjective well-being of
people in Pakistani regions was not significant (Suhail and Chaudhry,
2004). Research on the predictive effects of implicit and explicit self-
esteem on subjective well-being is divergent. Some find a more
significant correlation between explicit self-esteem and subjective
well-being and a lower correlation between implicit self-esteem and
subjective well-being (Schimmack and Diener, 2003). In individuals
with low explicit self-esteem, implicit self-esteem did not affect
individuals’ subjective well-being (Xu et al., 2005). The divergence in
these few studies may be the moderating effect of self-threat. Both
self-esteem and well-being are overall evaluative variables. Well-
being involves general judgments about one’ life, and self-esteem
involves broad judgments about oneself. Thus, a complex relationship
between self-esteem and well-being was presented (Xu et al., 2005).
The relationship between affect and self-esteem is influenced by
implicit theory. Implicit theory suggests that people perceive
personal qualities such as intelligence, motor ability, social skills, and
personality traits differently (Dweck et al., 1995). Researchers have
proposed systematic differences in people’s implicit affect regulation
theories: some people prefer to view affect as fixed (Entity Theory).
In contrast, others view affect as more malleable (Incremental
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Theory), use more adaptive self-regulatory behaviors in the face of
challenges to increase their success, and have higher levels of self-
esteem (Tamir et al., 2013). This may also explain why many studies
have shown that positive affect is significantly and positively related
to self-esteem (Tarlow and Haaga, 1996; Zhang and Zheng, 2004);
conversely, negative affect is significantly negatively related to self-
esteem (Dua, 1993; Tarlow and Haaga, 1996). In other words,
individuals who are good at regulating their emotional state and self-
esteem are more likely to experience positive affect. Specifically,
individuals who are good at handling their emotional state value
positive affect (Wood et al., 2003) and tend to experience less
negative affect (Smith and Petty, 1995). Individuals who are good at
regulating emotional states value positive affect, tend to reduce
negative affect, and tend to have higher levels of self-esteem.
Dynamic automation refers to the fact that emotional processing is
rapid and unregulated by attention and consciousness (Wang et al.,
2016). Therefore, in the mediation between current performance and
self-esteem, the automatic processing of affect may take precedence
over the processing of self-esteem. Hence, we proposed H5.

H5: Affect and self-esteem play a serial mediation role between
current performance in the task and predicted well-being.

1.4. The present study

This study was conducted to experimentally investigated the
impact of current failures on the evaluation of future goals.
We aimed to explore different mechanisms of action in high and
low self-threat situations. We report two studies focusing on these
ideas. Using a between-group design, participants in each
experiment were randomly assigned performance feedback. Study
1 as a pilot study tested the effect of current failures on the predicted
well-being by giving participants randomized performance
feedback on an intelligence test (H1). Study 2 examined the validity
of the two hypotheses [“grasping the nettle (H2)” or “belittling the
goal (H3)”] in a high and low self-threat situation. In addition, the
purpose of Study 2 is to explore the moderating role of situational
self-threat in the relationship between current performance and
predicted well-being (H4) and the serial mediation role of current
affect and self-esteem (H5). We confirm that we report all data
exclusions, all measures and all manipulations in the two studies.

2. Study 1
2.1. Method

2.1.1. Participants

The experiment was conducted with 197 participants recruited
online. Data from participants appearing in either of the following
two situations were excluded: (1) participants with prior training
related to weight and quantity estimation; (2) participants who
gave highly consistent ratings on all items. The retained sample
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comprised 168 participants, with a valid recovery rate of 85.28%.
Among them, 89 were male, and 88 were female, with a mean age
of 19.87 years (SD =4.17; range 18-50).

The study used Gpower3.1 for post hoc statistical test efficacy
analysis (Cunningham and McCrum-Gardner, 2007; Faul et al.,
2009). With the middle meaningful effect size (w=0.30) and
a=0.05, the results showed the detectable statistical test efficacy
for the current sample (N =168) of this study was 0.973, indicating
that the sample size of this study was adequate.

2.1.2. Research tools

Experimental materials include:

(1) The weight estimation test (Test A) had six questions, such
as, “Please estimate the whale’s weight in the picture” (2) The
quantity estimation test (Test B) had six questions, such as, “Please
estimate the number of leaves in the picture” Participants were
informed that all answers within +20% were considered correct.
Since estimating the exact answer was almost impossible, making
the manipulation of controlling for in-the-moment performance
feedback is relatively unquestionable. (3) For the measure of
predicted well-being, participants were required to rate their level of
predicted well-being (out of 100) for achieving a high score on either
Test A or Test B after retaking the tests, such as, “Please predict how
predicted well-being you will be of with a high score (in the top 10%
of the population) when you take a Test A again? (out of 100)”

2.1.3. Research procedures

Permission to conduct the study was granted by the Research
Ethics Committee at the institution with which the first author
was affiliated. First, the purpose and requirements of the study
were explained, and then participants indicated their informed
consent. Participants were randomly assigned to two feedback
conditions (Good scores on test A and poor scores on test B; Poor
scores on test A and good scores on test B).

Before the experiment began, the text “This is a fun quiz”
appeared, and participants were told that all answers within +20%
were considered correct. After the participants completed Test A and
Test B, they were given different scores according to their experiment
conditions and asked to remember their scores. Subsequently, they
rated their well-being (out of 100) in terms of their having achieved
a high score on Test A or Test B after retaking the examination.

We conducted a manipulation check in which participants
assessed the difficulty of achieving a high score on each of Test A
and Test B (0="not at all,” 10="very much”), which aimed to
ensure that their perceived level of difficulty was related to the test
feedback they received. Finally, we thanked the participants.

2.2. Results and analysis

2.2.1. Manipulation validity test

The participants scored higher on the perceived difficulty
for poorer grades and lower on the perceived difficulty for
better grades (Mjoor score = 8.745 SDpoor score = 2.01 V8. Miigh score = 6.28,
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SDhigh score = 2.68, £(167) =15.96, p=0.000, d=1.04) on the same
questionnaire. Here d> 0.8 indicates that there is a significant
difference in feedback between the two experimental conditions,
and the effect is relatively high. There was a significant difference
in the perceived difficulty of the questionnaire. Therefore, the
context creation was valid, and the degree of difficulty perceived
by the participants was related to the feedback received.

2.2.2. Testing the effect of current performance
on predicted well-being

This study conducted a chi-square test with 2 different
feedback conditions (better performance on Test A and worse
performance on Test B, worse performance on Test A and
better performance on Test B) x 2 (prediction level of well-
being: higher, lower) column table. The chi-square test results
indicate that 32 (1,N=168) =22.83, p<0.001,meaning that the
predicted well-being levels differed across the feedback
conditions. With bad feedback, the individual’s predicted well-
being of future performance was high. In the other situations,
the individual’s predicted well-being of future performance in
the tests was low.

2.3. Discussion

In Study 1, there was a significant difference in the predicted
well-being of individuals to perform well in the task in the
future between these two experimental conditions. With good
feedback, the individual’s predicted well-being of future
performance in the tests was low. With bad feedback, the
individual’s predicted well-being of future performance was
high. It means that individuals have a higher predicted well-
being of future success after an unimportant loss, confirming
H1. However, the better feedback may maintain the individual’s
self-esteem and interfere with the effect of poorer feedback on
self-esteem, meaning maybe H2 is confirmed. Thus, in Study 2,
participants were randomly assigned to high and low self-threat
situations with a larger group of participants and relatively
independent experiments.

3. Study 2
3.1. Methods

3.1.1. Participants

The experiment was conducted with 524 participants recruited
online. Data from participants who appeared in either of the
following two situations were removed: (1) participants with prior
training related to weight and quantity estimation; (2) participants
who gave highly consistent ratings on all items. A total of 407 valid
data were recovered, with a valid recovery rate of 77.67%. Among
them, 225 and 182 were male and female, respectively, with a
mean age of 24.75 years (SD =5.92; range 18-66).
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3.1.2. Research tools

The threat initiation material included 12 intellectual threat
test questions on quantity and weight estimation. Participants
were told that all answers within +20% of the range are considered
correct, making the false feedback manipulation relatively
unquestionable since estimating the exact answer is
nearly impossible.

The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES) is a scale designed to
assess individuals’ overall feelings about self-worth and self-
acceptance (Rosenberg, 1965; Wang et al., 1999). The scale consists
of 10 items rated on four levels, with positive and negative scores
and a total score range of 10-40, with higher scores indicating
higher self-esteem. This scale has been widely used. It is concise,
easy to score, and directly assesses participants’ positive or
negative feelings. Examples of these feelings include: “I feel that
I have many good qualities,” and “I wish I could earn more respect
for myself”” In this study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the entire
scale was 0.727, indicating good reliability for subsequent data
analysis. Therefore, we could use the scales in further analyses.

The Index of General Affect of the Campbell Index of Well-
being was used (Cohn et al.,1977; Wang et al., 1999; Ryff et al.,
2014). The Campbell Index of Well-being consists of the Index of
General Affect and the life satisfaction subscale. The Index of
General Affect is used to measure the affect currently experienced
by the participant. It consists of eight items that describe the
connotation of affect from different perspectives on a seven-point
scale, with positive and negative scoring. For example, 1 indicates
happiest and 7 most miserable. The total score ranges from 7 to
56, with a higher total indicating a more positive affect. In this
study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the entire scale was 0.730,
indicating good reliability for subsequent data analysis. Therefore,
we could use the scales in further analyses.

The Predicted Well-Being Measure asked the question, “Please
predict how well-being you will be of with a high score (in the
top 10% of the population) when you take a new test again? (out

of 10)” This was used to measure predicted well-being.

3.1.3. Research procedures

Permission to conduct the study was granted by the Research
Ethics Committee at the institution with which the first author
was affiliated. First, the purpose and requirements of the study
were explained, and then participants indicated their informed
consent. Participants were randomly assigned to experiment
conditions in two contexts, one with the text “There are two fun
tests in this task that you need to estimate based on your
perceptions.” The other text is “This test can effectively measure
individual intelligence and ability level. The more questions
you get right, the higher your intelligence and ability, and the
more likely you will achieve a high degree of success and well-
being. You will need to use your skills to estimate and answer as
soon as possible”

After completing the 12 test questions on quantity estimation
and weight estimation, the participant was given false score
feedback with the following three results: “Congratulations,
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you answered 10 out of 12 questions correctly and scored in the

»

top 15% of the population, which indicates a perfect score,” “You
answered 6 out of 12 questions correctly and outscored around
50% of the people, which means an average score, or
“Unfortunately, you answered 2 out of 12 questions correctly and
scored in the bottom 15% of the population, which indicates a
very low score”

Participants completed the RSES, the Affect subscale, and a
single question on predicted well-being.

We conducted a manipulation check to allow participants to
assess the difficulty of achieving a high score on the task (0="“not
at all,” 10="very much”) to ensure that their perceived level of
difficulty was related to the test feedback they received. Finally,
we thanked the participants.

3.2. Results and analysis

3.2.1. Common method deviation control

The KMO value was 0.904 and Bartlett’s spherical test value
was significantly 0.000 (Sig. < 0.001), making the data suitable for
exploratory factor analysis. Since the prerequisites for factor
analysis were met, the Harman one-way test was used for statistical
testing of factor analysis. There were five principal components
with eigenvalues greater than 1; their cumulative contribution rate
reached 64.15%; the variance explained by the first principal
component was 27.62%; and there was no factor with excessive
explanatory power. Thus, the common method bias of this study
was within a reasonable range, and the questionnaire had good
structural validity.

3.2.2. Manipulation validity test

Participants who performed better were more likely to
perceive the test as less difficult, followed by participants who
performed moderately [Myig score=6.32, SDhigh score=2.72 VS.
Mipediam score = 7-49, SDedium score = 2.62, £ (266) =—3.57, p<0.001,
d=0.44]. Here 0.2<d <0.5 indicates that there is a significant
difference in feedback between the two experimental conditions,
and the effect is medium. The participants who performed worse
were more likely to perceive the test as more difficult [Mg
ceore=6.32, SDhighscone = 2.72 V5. Myoor score =817, SDpoor score = 2.35, t
(276) =—6.066, p<0.001, d=0.73]. Here 0.5<d <0.8 indicates
that there is a significant difference in feedback between the two
experimental conditions, and the effect is relatively high.
Therefore, participants had lower perceived difficulty scores for
better performance and higher perceived difficulty scores for
worse performance. Subsequent multiple comparisons of the
different feedback experiment conditions and ANOVA results
showed that there was a significant difference in feedback between
the experiment conditions (F=18.425, p<0.001) and a significant
difference in feedback between two different experiment
conditions (p <0.05). Thus, context creation was effective, and the
level of difficulty perceived by the participants was related to the
feedback received.
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3.2.3. Descriptive statistics and correlation
comparisons

The mean, standard deviation, and Pearson correlation matrix
of each variable in low self-threat situation are shown in Table 1.
The correlation analysis revealed that current performance was not
significantly correlated with affect, self-esteem, and predicted well-
being; a significant positive correlation was found between affect,
self-esteem, and predicted well-being. Gender and age were not
significantly correlated with affect, self-esteem, and predicted well-
being. The correlations among the variables could not support the
subsequent model. Although it is not significant, current
performance and predicted well-being are positively correlated,
indicating that more people have higher predicted well-being after
failure in low self-threat situation, which may support H2 (the
grasp-the-nettle hypothesis). It needs to be explored further.

The mean, standard deviation, and Pearson correlation matrix
of each variable in high self-threat situation are shown in Table 2.
The correlation analysis revealed that current performance was
significantly negatively correlated with affect, self-esteem, and
predicted well-being; a significant positive correlation was found
between affect, self-esteem, and predicted well-being. Age was
significantly correlated with affect, self-esteem, and predicted
well-being, and age would be used as a control variable in the
subsequent analysis. Gender was not significantly correlated with
affect, self-esteem, and predicted well-being. The correlations
among the variables support the subsequent hypothesis testing.
Controlling for age, current performance significantly and
negatively predicted well-being, f=—0.227, p=0.001, R=0.28, for
the model AR*=0.08, F (4,204)=7.95, p=0.000. The result
supports H3 (the belittle-the-goal hypothesis).

3.2.4. Test of the effect of situational self-threat
on predicted well-being

The top-ranking participants were considered as the success
experimental condition, and the low-ranking participants were
considered as the failure experimental condition. The top-ranking
participants in the high self-threat situation had higher predicted
well-being, and the top-ranking participants in the low self-threat
situation had lower predicted well-being [ Myigh set-threar = 9-50, SDhigh
self-threat = 1.38 VS, Mgy setthrea = 8:45, SDioy seltethrear = 1.95, 1 (137)
=36.09, p<0.001, d=0.62], indicating that there is a significant
difference in feedback between the two experimental conditions,
and the effect is relatively high. There was no significant difference
in the predicted well-being of the low-ranking participants in the
high and low self-threat situations [Myig selt-threa: = 842, SDhigh seir-
treat =209 VS, Moy citbreat score = 8-65, SDiou settthrens = 1.96, £ (137)
=35.68, p<0.001, d=0.11]. Thus, individuals have a higher
predicted well-being of future success in a low self-threat situation,
which supports H2; individuals have a lower predicted well-being
of future success in a high self-threat situation, which supports H3.

3.2.5. Mediating effect test
SPSS plug-in PROCESS model 6 was used for high and low
self-threat situations. Current performance was presented as the
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TABLE 1 Means, standard deviations and correlations of variables in low self-threat situation (N=198).

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5

1 Gender - - -

2 Age 25.07 7.194 —0.107 -

3 Current performance | 49.82 29.187 —0.239%%% 0.163* -

4 Affect 4.60 1.137 0.071 0.055 —0.057 -

5 Self-esteem 28.83 5.005 0.067 0.100 —0.010 0.790%** -

6 Predicted well-being 8.74 1.935 —0.039 0.098 0.043 0.213%* 0.308%#*
N=198, #p<0.05, #¥p<0.01, *¥¥p <0.001.
TABLE 2 Means, standard deviations and correlations of variables in high self-threat situation (N=209).

Variables M SD 1 P 3 4 5

1 Gender - — -

2 Age 24.45 4.366 —0.043 -

3 Current performance 50.17 28.816 —0.040 0.005 -

4 Affect 497 1.071 0.001 0.216%* —0.366%%* -

5 Self-esteem 30.13 4.845 —0.018 0.174* —0.256%%* 0.6527%%* -

6 Predicted well-being 8.87 1.802 —0.133 0.142% —0.246% 0.328%#% 0.3247#%

N=209, *p<0.05, ¥¥p<0.01, ***p<0.001.

independent variable and predicted well-being as the dependent
variable. Affect and self-esteem were presented as serial mediator
variables, and age as the control variable. The serial mediation
model results in high self-threat situations shown in Figure 1.
The regression equation was significant in the high self-threat
situation, R*=0.15, F (4,204) =9.24, p<0.001.95% confidence
intervals for mediating effects were estimated by the Bootstrap
sampling method with 5,000 sample draws. As shown in Table 3,
the results indicated that the total effect was —0.227 (p <0.001), the
direct effect was —0.135 (p <0.05), and the confidence intervals for
the mediating variables contained 0 values. This indicates that the
indirect effect from the path was not significant. The indirect effect
of the path mediated by affect and self-esteem was —0.038 (95%
CI=[—0.084, —0.004]), indicating that the serial mediation effect
of affect and self-esteem in the negative effect of current
performance predicted well-being holds true. The result supports
H5. In low self-threat situation, the regression equation is not
significant. The significant difference between the models in the
high and low self-threat contexts suggests that the self-threat
situations moderate the relationship between current performance
and predicted well-being, a result that tentatively supports H4.

3.2.6. Moderated mediation analysis

The structural equation model confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA) was conducted for the total model, the high and low self-
threat situation model. CFA has the advantage of producing
goodness of fit indices that allows for comparison of multi-cluster
comparison analysis and autoregressive path model. As shown in
Table 4, the results show that the three models fit well, and the
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high self-threat situation model fit is the best ( Cz /df =1.771,
RMSEA =0.061).

A multi-cluster comparison of structural equation models was
conducted to determine whether the proposed model applies to
high and low self-threat situations. The critical values of
differences between standardized path coefficients and parameters
among current performance, affect, self-esteem, and predicted
well-being in high and low self-threat situations are shown in
Table 5. When the critical value of the difference is less than 1.96
(significant level of 0.05), it indicates no significant difference. Five
paths (affect — self-esteem, current performance — self-esteem,
current performance — predicted well-being, affect — predicted
well-being, and self-esteem — predicted well-being) do not differ
significantly between the high and low self-threat situations. In
contrast, the current performance — affect path varies
considerably between the high and low self-threat situations,
indicating that the self-threat situations moderate this path.
Situational self-threat plays a moderating role in the model, which
supported H4 again.

4. General discussion
4.1. Conclusion

In Study 1, with good feedback, the individual’s predicted
well-being of future performance in the tests was low; with bad

feedback, the individual's predicted well-being of future
performance was high. It means that individuals have a higher
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FIGURE 1
Chain intermediary model in high self-threat situation (N=209). ¥p<0.05, ***p<0.001.
TABLE 3 Analysis of intermediary effects.
Indirect effect Bootstrap SE Boot Cl lower Boot Cl upper Relative mediating

value limit limit effect
Total indirect effect —0.092 0.035 —0.167 —0.030 40.53%
Indirect effect 1 —0.049 0.039 —0.131 0.025
Indirect effect 2 —0.005 0.012 —0.035 0.013
Indirect effect 3 —0.038 0.020 —0.084 —0.004 16.74%

Boot standard error, the lower limit of Boot CI, and the upper limit of Boot CI refer to the lower and upper limits of the standard error of the profile effect, 95% confidence interval
estimated by the percentile Bootstrap method of bias correction, respectively.

predicted well-being of future success after an unimportant loss, as a source of threat depends on the specific context (Liu et al.,
confirming H1. 2017); when people analyze objectively without experiencing the

Study 2 shows individuals have a higher predicted well-being pain of failure themselves, they do not anticipate the defensive
of future success in a low self-threat situation (supporting H2) and reactions of the actual participants (Sjstad et al., 2020; Luan and
a lower predicted well-being of future success in a high self-threat Li, 2022). In other words, current performances and the self-threat
situation (supporting H3). Situational self-threat plays a situations work together to build a complex self-threat model,
moderating role between current performance and predicted well- producing an integrative model of the related mental mechanism
being, confirming H4. The serial mediation role of affect and self- and a new theoretical perspective. The individual constructs the
esteem in the negative effect of current performance on predicted self-threat level judgment based on the current assessment and
well-being holds in high self-threat situations, supporting H5. adjusts the future goal by combining the threat level of the

situation and the threat level of the current performance.

4.2. Research contributions 4.2.2. The path of chain intermediaries
The insignificant path of the single mediating variable of affect
4.2.1. Current performance and self-threat and self-esteem and the significant serial mediation path deserve
situations jointly influence predicted discussion. In present study, The Index of General Affect Scale can
well-being reflect the short-term affect fluctuation of the participants after
The current research testifies to the influence of Current receiving the current performance (Cohn et al.,1977; Wang et al.,
performance and self-threat situations on the predicted well- 1999; Ryft et al., 2014); The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale is usually
being, which expands the research on self-threat. In present study, used to measure explicit self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1965; Wang
the high self-threat situation was set up as a highly relevant and et al,, 1999). Research on the predictive effects of implicit and
competitive ability test for one’s future; the low self-threat situation explicit self-esteem on subjective well-being is divergent
was set up as an irrelevant game of feelings. The present study has (Schimmack and Diener, 2003; Xu et al., 2005). Implicit mental
the same results as previous studies: a stimulus can be perceived activity influences individuals’ behavioral responses (Greenwald
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TABLE 4 Structural equation model confirmatory factor analysis.

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.954583

Models i CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR
Total Model 47.093 19 2.479 0.985 0.977 0.060 0.028
High Self-threat 33.656 19 1.771 0.984 0.976 0.061 0.004
Situation Model

Low Self-threat 37.475 19 1.972 0.980 0.970 0.070 0.033
Situation Model

2

x° /df<3, CF1>0.90, TLI>0.90, RMSEA <0.07, SRMR < 0.08 indicates that the model fits well.

TABLE 5 Comparison of differences in path coefficients of high and low self-threat clusters.

The high self-

The low self-threat

Variance Threshold Differential results

threat situation situation

Current moment performance — —0.352 —0.058 —3.105 Yes
Affect

Affect — Self-esteem 0.657 0.786 -1.779 No
Current performance — Self-esteem —-0.019 0.035 —0.775 No
Current performance — Predicted —0.145 0.037 —1.890 No
well-being

Affect — Predicted well-being 0.136 —-0.073 1.460 No
Self-esteem — Predicted well-being 0.177 0.369 —1.367 No

All coefficients are unstandardized; When the critical value of the difference is less than 1.96 (p >0.05), it indicates no significant difference; When the critical value of the difference is

more than 1.96 (p<0.05), it indicates there is a significant difference.

and Farnham, 2000). These differences in the results of inferential
self-esteem studies also reflect the complexity of implicit
processing, which has the same results as previous studies. The
implicit processing of affect takes precedence over external self-
esteem processing. Therefore, the paths of the single mediating
variable of affect and self-esteem were insignificant and the serial
mediation path was significant. This research expands the
literature on development of appropriate cognitive theories by
specifying the behavioral consequences and analyzing the
psychological process in high and low self-threat situations.

4.2.3. Practical implications of enhancing
predicted well-being

When experiencing failure in real life, this mental mechanism
in high and low self-threat situations is universally applicable.
Therefore, this mechanism can also provide suggestions on how
to improve the predicted well-being to better deal with failure.
How to reduce the negative impact of failure on individuals in
high self-threat situation and make individuals rise to the
challenge? In high self-threat situations, shifting efforts to
different, more attainable goals may improve well-being (Davidai
and Deri, 2019); this prevents people from wasting time and
energy on useless pursuits or disengaging from unattainable
goals (Wrosch et al., 2016). Present study inspires us getting
success in other events or disengaging from this goal through
timely stop-loss are good ways to keep a higher level of affect and
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self-esteem after experiencing initial failure. In low self-threat
situations, Overestimating the prospective affect can encourage
people to work harder toward an achievable goal (Baumeister
et al,, 2007; Miloyan and Suddendorf, 2015). In present study,
having a sensible plan as one’s future goal is more likely to
produce higher predicted well-being and thus motivates effort.
These novel measures of dealing with failure in high and low
self-threat situations may boost predicted well-being and actual
well-being.

4.3. Future research

In addition to the above contributions, we acknowledge that
the present study has certain limitations that can be further
explored in future studies. First, the study predominantly
explored predicted well-being in high and low self-threat
situations but did not address the future experience of actual
well-being. Therefore, future studies must increase the detection
of actual well-being to improve the mechanism of the effect of
self-threat on actual well-being with a more extended period. In
addition, one limitation of this research is the possible selection
bias: It analyzed only those participants under self-threat
because of performance and situation. However, the results
cannot reflect the participants who got success. It is different
that people react after experiencing a game success or a real
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success. Future research can take a further step to explore the
reactions of participants after a current success.
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