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Abstract

Background: Academic motivation is a very important issue in university students. Studies have revealed the relationship of aca-
demic motivation with perfectionism and anxiety sensitivity.
Objectives: The purpose of this study was to assess the predictability of academic motivation based on perfectionism and anxiety
sensitivity in university students.
Methods: In this descriptive and cross-sectional study, 425 students of Kermanshah University of Medical Sciences were randomly
evaluated by three questionnaires in 2018 - 19: Inventory of school motivation, the positive and negative perfectionism scale and
anxiety sensitivity index-revised. Cluster sampling was used to randomly select 60 students from each faculty.
Results: Anxiety sensitivity and academic motivation were significantly different between male and female students (P < 0.05) but
perfectionism was not (P > 0.05). The highest correlation between the components of anxiety and academic motivation related
to fear of cognitive symptoms while the lowest correlation related to fear of physical symptoms. Anxiety sensitivity had a greater
impact and higher ability to explain the variability of academic motivation than perfectionism.
Conclusions: The findings of this study supported the ability to predict academic motivation based on anxiety sensitivity and per-
fectionism. As a result, this study could help design and implement interventions to improve parenting and increase academic
motivation of students. The study’s implications are discussed.
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1. Background

Motivation has been a subject of scientific research for
many years and has generally been linked to all behaviors
of organisms. We wake up, work, do our daily routines
or even learn, and all of these are affected by motivation.
There are many theoretical foundations for this concept (1).
Some of these ideas are overlapping to some extent while
others use different vocabulary for the same purpose, and
of course, some theories have used similar words for a com-
pletely different meaning (2). One type of motivation in
humans is achievement motivation, which is in turn as-
sociated with attempts to achieve success and avoid fail-
ure. Accordingly, there are two types of motivation: suc-
cess achievement and failure (3). Motivation is considered
important for every human being, but among students, it
can be much more important.

According to psycho-educational perspective “motiva-
tion to learn” is student’s effort and energy to learn, work

effectively and achieve goals (4). In a study by Severiens
and ten Dam in 2012 (5), three major factors were students’
learning issues: (1) student characteristics that include mo-
tivation and cognitive skills; (2) institutional factors which
include training quality and individual interactions, and
(3) external factors including current occupation and fam-
ily relationships. In relation to these factors, the person-
ality characteristics of students may have the greatest im-
pact on academic performance and their motivation to
progress. One of the most important of these features is
perfectionism (6, 7).

So far, various studies have investigated perfectionism
and other problems experienced by university students (7-
9). Perfectionism is created as a result of the parent-child
interactions, attachment and parenting style (10) and is
characterized by high standards for performance and flaw-
lessness (11). Adaptive perfectionism can have a positive ef-
fect, however, maladaptive perfectionism can have a nega-

Copyright © 2019, International Journal of Health and Life Sciences. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/) which permits copy and redistribute the material just in
noncommercial usages, provided the original work is properly cited.

http://ijhls.com
http://dx.doi.org/10.5812/ijhls.94708
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.5812/ijhls.94708&domain=pdf
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9897-836X


Shekarian Yazd F et al.

tive effect on performance (7). Stoeber and Eismann (11) re-
ported that striving for perfection is associated with intrin-
sic motivation, higher effort and achievement while the
pressures from extrinsic motivation are characterized by
a negative reaction to imperfection and further distress.
This study also showed that if perfectionist standards were
adjusted by the individual, they can be an attempt to suc-
ceed, but if imposed by external standards, they can re-
duce the motivation for success. In a study on the relation-
ship between perfectionism with anxiety, life satisfaction
and academic achievement, it was indicated that sensitiv-
ity to mistakes can be considered a significant predictor
of anxiety, also contingent self-esteem and compulsiveness
could positively correlate with life satisfaction and aca-
demic achievement of elementary school-aged children
(12). This study has not been conducted in another popu-
lation yet. Flett et al. showed that perfectionism was as-
sociated with anxiety sensitivity and its components. Al-
though this study closely examined the relationship be-
tween perfectionism and anxiety sensitivity, which indi-
viduals believe that anxiety-related sensations had harm-
ful consequences, it did not explore this issue in relation
to student’s academic motivation (13). In fact, Ellis was the
first one who raised the issue that perfectionists are likely
to have high levels of anxiety sensitivity (13). However, in
one study, anxiety sensitivity was predicted as a criterion
variable by components of perfectionism (14).

2. Objectives

According to our knowledge, no study has examined
the predictive role of anxiety sensitivity and perfectionism
for academic motivation yet. Therefore, we aimed to inves-
tigate the relationship and predictability of academic mo-
tivation on the basis of anxiety sensitivity and perfection-
ism.

3. Methods

This is a descriptive and cross-sectional study. The sta-
tistical population of the study consisted of all students of
Kermanshah University of Medical Sciences in 2018 - 19. A
total of 425 students who met the inclusion criteria were
evaluated. The sample size was calculated according to
Krejcie and Morgan table and data were collected through
three questionnaires. At first, 60 participants from each
faculty (eight faculties) were examined, but finally consid-
ering the exclusion criteria, 55 participants were excluded
from the study. The inclusion criteria included voluntary
participation, informed consent and having enough time
to answer the questionnaires. Exclusion criteria included

unwillingness of the persons to answer the rest of the ques-
tionnaires. In this study, the status of previous psychiatric
care was not tracked.

Inventory of school motivation (ISM) has 43 items, each
of which is scored on a Likert scale from 1 (strong disagree-
ment) to 5 (strong agreement) (15). ISM includes eight com-
ponents: interest in task, effort, competitiveness, social
power, affiliation, social concern, praise, and token. The
reliability of this scale has been investigated and its Cron-
bach’s alpha coefficient has been calculated to be 0.67 to
0.82 (15, 16). In an Iranian sample, Cronbach’s alpha of 0.93
was reported (17). In this paper, an average score is used to
evaluate student’s academic motivation.

The positive and negative perfectionism scale (PNP)
evaluates perfectionism from a behavioral/functional per-
spective through two components (18). The names positive
and negative perfectionism (as components) were derived
from the relationship between positive and negative rein-
forcements with perfectionistic behaviors (19). PNP has 40
items, each scored on a Likert scale from 1 (strongly dis-
agree) to 5 (strongly agree). The total score is calculated
from the sum of items. Eighteen items relate to positive
perfectionism and 22 items relate to negative perfection-
ism. Cronbach’s alpha has been reported for positive and
negative perfectionism subscales as 0.89 and 0.86, respec-
tively (19, 20).

The original version of anxiety sensitivity index-revised
(ASI-R) was designed in 1986 by Reiss and McNally (21, 22).
This scale consists of 16 items scored from 0 (very low) to
4 (very high). ASI-R has three subscales including fear of
physical symptoms, fear of cognitive symptoms, and fear
of publicly observed symptoms (23). The internal consis-
tency of the Persian version of the ASI was 0.89. The reli-
ability of the subscales of fear of physical symptoms, fear
of cognitive symptoms and fear of publicly observed symp-
toms was respectively reported as 0.86, 0.84, 0.85 (21).

Data were analyzed by SPSS-IBM-V.21. Pearson correla-
tion, independent t-test, chi-square, and multiple regres-
sion were used to present the data according to the re-
search hypotheses. Pearson correlation was used to de-
termine the relationship between the components. Inde-
pendent t-test was used to determine the difference be-
tween anxiety sensitivity, perfectionism and academic mo-
tivation based on sex and age difference. Chi-square test
was used to determine the significant difference between
some of the demographic variables. The aim of using mul-
tiple regression was to examine the predictive value of mo-
tivational achievement based on perfectionism and anxi-
ety sensitivity.
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4. Results

In total, 425 students were evaluated, of who 210
(49.41%) were female and 215 (50.59%) were male. The mean
age of the participants in the study was 23.02 ± 2.05 years
(range: 18 - 48 years). According to Table 1, there is no signif-
icant difference between the participants in terms of age
and gender (P > 0.05), while the marital status of students
was significantly different (P < 0.001).

Table 1. Demographic Features of Participants

Parameters Statistics P Value

Age, y 0.09

Female 22.87 ± 2.15

Male 23.1 ± 1.88

Gender, No. (%) 0.12

Female 210 (49.41)

Male 215 (50.59)

Marital status, No. (%) < 0.001

Married 41 (9.65)

Single 384 (90.35)

The comparison of perfectionism, anxiety sensitivity
and academic motivation among male and female stu-
dents in Table 2 shows that anxiety sensitivity and aca-
demic motivation were significantly different between
these individuals (P < 0.05) while perfectionism was not
(P > 0.05).

Table 2. Comparison of Perfectionism, Anxiety Sensitivity and Academic Motivation
of Male and Female Students

Parameters Anxiety
Sensitivity

Perfectionism Academic
Motivation

Gender

Female 27.35 ± 6.23 102.01 ± 14.12 24.13 ± 3.68

Male 23.42 ± 5.98 103.16 ± 15.13 20.15 ± 3.01

P value 0.004 0.09 0.002

According to Table 3, the highest correlation between
the components of anxiety and academic motivation re-
lated to fear of cognitive symptoms while the lowest cor-
relation related to fear of physical symptoms (P < 0.001).
Academic motivation had the highest correlation with pos-
itive perfectionism, and the lowest correlation with nega-
tive perfectionism (P < 0.001).

The results of multiple regression analysis show that
anxiety sensitivity and perfectionism can explain 14 (R2 =
0.14, P < 0.01) and 11 (R2 = 0.11, P < 0.01) percent of the stu-
dent’s academic motivation changes, respectively. Accord-

ing to the results in Table 4, the effect of anxiety sensitiv-
ity on academic motivationβ = 0.32 is significant (P = 0.01)
and the effect of perfectionism isβ = 0.32 and is significant
(P = 0.02).

5. Discussion

Considering the importance of student’s academic
motivation and their personality traits that affect the level
of perceived motivation, the present study provided em-
pirical evidence of the impact of perfectionism and anxi-
ety sensitivity on student’s academic motivation. However,
given the impact of student’s academic achievement on
the scientific, economic, and social development of a coun-
try, we expected that the results of this study can help de-
velop more appropriate curricula for students and help im-
prove parenting styles from earlier ages.

One of the goals of this study was to examine the gen-
der difference of students regarding the level of anxiety
sensitivity, perfectionism, and academic motivation. The
results of this study showed that anxiety sensitivity was
higher among female students than male students. This re-
sult was consistent with many studies (24-26). In a study by
Silverman et al. in 2003 on 767 children and adolescents,
the results indicated that young women had higher anx-
iety level than men (25). In another study by Walsh et al.
on 1698 children and adolescents, similar results were ob-
tained (24). These studies show that women have higher
scores compared to men in general with anxiety sensitiv-
ity components such as fear of physical symptoms, fear of
cognitive symptoms and fear of publicly observed symp-
toms, while a recent study showed that there are gender
differences in this component (27). Some reasons regard-
ing, women’s more vulnerability to anxiety and increased
likelihood to experiencing anxiety disorders could be men-
strual cycles, menopause and reproductive strokes which
can be considered in clinical situations (28).

Another result of the present study was the differ-
ence in the level of student’s academic motivation based
on their gender, which showed that female students had
higher levels of academic motivation. In a study by Brouse
et al. in 2010 on 856 students (29), it was shown that
women had higher academic motivation than men. Vec-
chione et al. also showed that at lower ages (9 to 22 years),
the academic motivation of girls was higher than boys,
which was also consistent with the results of our study
(30). Hence, by considering these studies, it can be con-
cluded that women have more incentives to continue their
education and success than men. In the Iranian society,
emphasis on issues which relate to education is for both
genders, albeit, the size of this emphasis is slightly dif-
ferent in both sexes. For example, Iranian culture em-
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Table 3. Correlation Matrix Between Perfectionism, Anxiety Sensitivity and Academic Motivation

Variables Positive Perfectionism Negative Perfectionism Total Perfectionism Academic Motivation

Fear of physical symptoms -0.12a 0.29a 0.18a -0.21a

Fear of cognitive symptoms -0.15a 0.33a 0.20a -0.42a

Fear of publicly observed symptoms -0.13b 0.39a 0.25a -0.35a

Total anxiety sensitivity -0.14a 0.34a 0.21a -0.38a

Academic motivation 0.53a 0.12a 0.38a 1

Mean 64.86 57.45 102.12 22.12

SD 9.77 8.14 14.97 3.12

aP < 0.001.
bP < 0.01.

Table 4. Multiple Regression Analyses for Predicting Academic Motivation by Per-
fectionism and Anxiety Sensitivity

Dependent
Variable

Predictor Variable B β t Sig.

Academic
motivation

Perfectionism 0.04 0.33 2.12 0.02

Anxiety sensitivity 0.06 0.41 2.91 0.01

phasizes earning money for men, while emphasizing aca-
demic achievement for women. Furthermore, as marriage
rates decline in Iran (31), women appear to have a higher
motivation for continuing education.

Another result of this study based on gender status is
that the total score of perfectionism was not significantly
different between male and female students. According
to our knowledge, many studies have been conducted on
the components of perfectionism (32-34), but so far, few
studies examined the total score of perfectionism between
men and women. For example, Rekabdar and Soleymani
in a study on 909 students reported no difference between
perfectionism score of male and female students (35). The
same result was obtained by Besharat and Kashanaki (36).
Parenting styles such as authoritative, authoritarian, in-
dulgent and neglectful can explain the effect of these styles
on particular components of perfectionism. However, cul-
tural issues should be considered in this regard.

Another goal of this study was to investigate the re-
lationship between the components of anxiety sensitivity
and perfectionism with academic motivation. Based on
this, fear of cognitive symptoms had the highest correla-
tion with academic motivation, while the lowest correla-
tion belonged to fear of physical symptoms. Since cogni-
tive problems can affect an individual’s perception of the
classroom as well as friendship, this conclusion cannot be
overlooked that fear of cognitive symptoms has the great-
est correlation with academic motivation. In connection
with fear of physical symptoms, it can be said that this fear
is related to the body image (37), which was studied in a

Turkmen study, and their results showed that intrinsic mo-
tivation for sport competence and physical strength sub-
scales could lead to more academic success (37). Although
there was no clear explanation for the lower correlation be-
tween fear of physical symptom and other components of
academic motivation, this cannot underestimate the im-
portance of this component in academic motivation.

Academic motivation had the highest and lowest cor-
relation with positive and negative components of per-
fectionism, respectively. Positive perfectionism refers to
adaptive and healthy aspects which serve as striving for
excellence. This type of perfectionism is called “normal
perfectionism”, and individuals with this high-level attri-
butions have standards and expectations with minimum
of negative self-appraisal (38, 39). It has been shown that
normal perfectionists have higher self-esteem than other
groups (40, 41). Based on this, it appears natural to make
students more successful in their pursuit of academic
achievement by having this trait at a higher level. On the
other hand, people with a higher negative perfectionism,
also called neurotic perfectionists, are involved with neg-
ative self-appraisal, characterized by self-doubt and wor-
rying about making mistakes (42). Despite the problems
experienced by these individuals, lower academic motiva-
tion is also expected. Various studies showed that negative
perfectionists were involved with a higher level of psycho-
logical disturbances such as depression and anxiety, and
each of these disorders could affect their perceived moti-
vation (40, 41).

The main objective of this study was to assess the pre-
dictability of academic motivation based on perfection-
ism and anxiety sensitivity. The results of multivariate re-
gression analysis showed that anxiety sensitivity was more
than predictive perfectionism and explains the variability
of academic motivation. Perfectionism, as a personality
trait, begins to grow from childhood and can be shaped as
adaptive or maladaptive (43), but anxiety has been shown
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to be a more fundamental construct that can be used as an
underlying factor in tendency of perfectionist individuals.
Along with this explanation, Flett et al. showed that anxi-
ety sensitivity is to some extent predicted by perfectionism
(13). This suggests that anxiety can play a more prominent
role in predicting academic motivation as a trigger factor.

This study had some limitations. First, student’s psy-
chiatric status was not investigated. As the sample size was
large, it was not economically feasible to examine this is-
sue. Second, the study population in the present study was
university students, so it is recommended that a similar
study be conducted for different ages in future. Third, this
study was descriptive, and it is recommended that a study
be conducted with practical interventions regarding stu-
dents’ academic motivation in future.

5.1. Conclusions
In sum, findings of this study supported the ability of

anxiety sensitivity and perfectionism to predict academic
motivation. This conclusion suggests that parenting styles
and constructive structures of personality could predict
the motivation of individuals for achievement in future.
The results of this study will also help set appropriate in-
terventions to reduce negative perfectionism by focusing
on some of the components of anxiety sensitivity, and ulti-
mately increasing student’s academic motivation.
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