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Abstract 

 

Empirical research findings have demonstrated the extremely high prevalence of mental health 

problems in university students. Such findings have reported anxiety as being one of the most 

common psychological problems experienced by university students. A convincing amount of 

literature highlighted the effect efficacy, personal control and irrational beliefs had on anxiety 

levels of clinical and non-clinical samples. Yet, there was a dearth of research examining the 

unique role locus of control, self-efficacy and irrational beliefs had on anxiety levels of 

university students. Thus, the primary aim of the current study sought to investigate the effect 

locus of control, self-efficacy and irrational beliefs had on anxiety levels of university students. 

The current sample consisted of 120 university students including 44 males and 76 females. 

The following measures were used; Beck Anxiety Scale, Rotter’s Locus of Control scale, 

General Self-Efficacy Scale and the Exam Belief Scale. Data was analysed using Standard 

Multiple Regression Analyses. Statistical analyses revealed that locus of control and self-

efficacy were significant predictors of anxiety levels of university students. Irrational beliefs 

did not have a significant impact on university student’s anxiety levels. In the final analyses, 

the model explained 52% of variance. The prevalence of anxiety in the current sample 

demonstrated high levels of anxiety among university students. Interestingly, self-efficacy was 

found to be the highest predictor of anxiety levels.   
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Introduction 

What is Anxiety? 

Over the last two decades the attempt to identify the influences, causes and effects of 

anxiety have become a major topic of debate across clinical and psychological research. During 

this time, systematic review of anxiety literature has identified a multitude of varying 

definitions for anxiety (Craske et al. 2009). Anxiety can be defined as a persistent unpleasant 

emotional state of dread, apprehension, worry, fear and impending disaster or tension and 

uneasiness (Pilkington, Kirkwood, Rampes, Cummings, & Richardson, 2007). While the 

construct of anxiety includes a wide range of different typologies researchers have highlighted 

that the causes of anxiety consists of multiple factors such as biological, psychological, 

physical and social factors that are mediated by risk and protective factors, thus, causing an 

individual to react to what they perceive as an environmental threat or challenge (Somers, 

Goldner, Waraich, & Hsu, 2006). In addition, anxiety has been recognised as one of the most 

prevalent psychological disorders to date, therefore, gaining a comprehensive understanding 

of this construct may provide an important contribution to understanding human behaviour 

(Spielberger, Gonzalez-Reigosa, Martinez-Urrutia, Natalicio, & Natalicio, 2017).  

 

According to the literature several theorists have expressed controversy on identifying 

anxiety as an emotion. However, current research suggests that this construct is a form of 

emotional state (Spielberg, 2010). As highlighted by Spielberg and Reheiser (2009), feelings 

that arise from anxiety such as tension, apprehension, fear or uneasiness can have a significant 

impact on psychological health and well-being. Therefore, it is essential to investigate causes 

for such emotional states as they have been identified as being a key factor in motivating our 

behaviour. The construct of anxiety was first conceptualised as a form of adaptability that 

motivates our behaviour enabling us to cope during what we perceive as a harmful or 
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threatening situation through Darwin’s evolutionary theory followed by Freud’s danger signal 

theory (Speilberger & Reheiser, 2009). In addition, these theories have highlighted the 

importance of the relationship between motivation, internal cues and one’s perception of a 

threatening environment (Matthews & Macleod, 1985). Moreover, according to the literature 

third level education has been associated with numerous stressors that may influence an 

individual’s ability to cope with such demands, thus, impacting student’s psychological well-

being (Abouserie, 1994; Andrews, & Wilding, 2004; Baker, 2004; Barker, Howard, 

Villemaire-Krajden, & Galambos, 2018; Regehr, Glancy, & Pitts, 2013) 

 

Prevalence of Anxiety 

The prevalence of anxiety in university students has been acknowledged by students 

and educators across psychological literature (Vitasari, Wahab, Othman, Herawan, & 

Sinnadurai, 2010). Over time, several meta-analytic studies have reported anxiety as being one 

of the most common psychological problems experienced by university students (Dyrbye, 

Thomas, & Shanafelt, 2006). In addition, such findings have reported extremely high 

prevalence of mental health problems in university students, therefore, providing sufficient 

evidence of them being an at-risk population (Stallman, 2010). This may be associated with 

the continual psychosocial changes university students encounter while coping with academic 

and social demands (Bayram, & Bilgel, 2008). The literature suggests most lifetime 

psychological problems such as anxiety have been found to first occur during or shortly after 

the typical college age (Eisenberg, Gollust, Golberstein, & Hefner, 2007). Furthermore, 

individuals who suffer from high levels of anxiety have reported having a poorer quality of life 

compared to individuals with low levels of anxiety (Barrera, & Norton, 2009). Therefore, 

investigating what psychological factors contribute to anxiety symptomology in university 

students has become a growing concern for educational researchers and practitioners (Kargar, 
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Tarmizi, & Bayat, 2010). Manifestations of anxiety are critical signs that indicate an 

individual’s level of psychological well-being, thus, by examining anxiety levels it enables 

researchers, educators and practitioners to gain an understanding of the intensity, and effects 

of such emotions allowing for a more comprehensive view of an individual’s over all 

psychological well-being (Spielberger & Reheiser, 2009). Researchers contend that while 

university students experience a multitude of academic challenges these may not be the most 

significant factor contributing to high levels of anxiety. It may be student’s perception of such 

abilities that may be significantly correlated to increased levels of anxiety (Beiter et al. 2015).  

 

One of the most researched and well established areas examining anxiety and university 

students is the relationship between anxiety and academic achievement and performance 

(Alpert, & Haber, 1960; Chapell et al. 2005; DeBerard, Spielmans & Julka, 2004; Rana, & 

Mahmood, 2010; Richardson, Abraham & Bond, 2012). However, the literature remains 

relatively scarce on the risk factors associated with high anxiety levels in university students 

(Al-Qaisy, 2011; Dahlin, Joneborg, & Runeson, 2005). As highlighted by Beriter et al. (2015), 

a variety of factors may contribute to a student’s anxiety levels, therefore it is essential to 

provide the necessary treatment options that is most beneficial to the individual. Research has 

highlighted that as psychological disorders such as anxiety are increasing in the general 

population less is known about such symptomology in the student population (Eisenberg et al. 

2007). Furthermore, as highlighted by Robinson et al. (2013), to gain a comprehensive 

understanding on the effects of risk factors associated with high levels of anxiety one must 

understand the relationship between emotion and cognition.   

 

 

 



4 
 

Cognitive Perspective 

According to the literature the cognitive approach has strongly influenced several areas 

of psychology and education with a primary interest in the relationship between cognition and 

emotion (Kiaei, & Reio, 2014; Romainville, 1994; Trainin, & Swanson, 2005). In addition, 

contemporary theorists view emotion and cognition as being fully integrated as emotion 

prepares an individual to react or respond to experiences in their environment (Inzlicht, 

Bartholow, & Hirsh, 2015). The relationship between cognition and behaviour has been 

extensively researched across several domains while emphasising the influential role our 

cognitions have over determining our behaviour across a variety of contexts (Bertrams & 

Dickhäuser, 2009; Dreisbach & Goschke, 2004; Hollnagel, 1998; 2004). Furthermore, low 

behavioural and emotional control have been identified as being key factors in anxiety 

symptomology therefore, it has been widely acknowledged across literature that cognitions 

play a significant role in psychological adjustment.  

 

Locus of Control 

According to the literature a primary component of anxiety is worry, which can be 

associated with repetitive thoughts in relation to threatening outcomes, the potential 

consequences that may occur and the fear of losing control during a particular experience 

(Huberty, 2009). Previous studies have associated worry with both anxiety and negative, 

intrusive cognitions (Davey, Hampton, Farrell, & Davidson, 1992). In addition, findings have 

reported that the inefficiency of worrying results in negative responses and solutions to 

everyday events. Thus, it is reasonable to assume that low perceived control may negatively 

affect anxiety levels. The relationship between perceived control and psychological 

functioning has been investigated across an extensive body of literature (Manne, & Glassman, 

2000; Ross, & Mirowsky, 2013; Skinner, 1996; Thompson, Sobolew-Shubin, Galbraith, 
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Schwankovsky, & Cruzen, 1993). In addition, personal control has been identified as being 

one of the most critical factors that influence an individual’s psychological health and well-

being (Roddenberry, & Renk, 2010). Several meta analytic studies have reported medium 

effect sizes between external locus of control and psychological functioning (Cheng, Cheung, 

Chio, & Chan, 2013). Thus, it may be reasonable to suggest that such findings imply that 

psychological distress may be associated with one’s belief in the lack of control they obtain 

over events and outcomes.  

 

As highlighted by April Dharani and  Peters (2012), the level of control an individual 

has on their internal psychological environment and their behavioural expression to an event 

are important factors that are associated with overall psychological well-being. Choprita and 

Barlow (1998), describe control as the ability to personally influence events and outcomes in 

our environment. One of the most researched and well established areas when investigating 

levels of control is Rotter’s Locus of control, a psychological and social theory referring to the 

extent of which an individual perceives reinforcement contingencies that occur in their 

environment (Rotter, 1996). Rotter’s theory consists of two elements, internal locus of control 

(i.e. individuals who believe they have control over their own lives) and external locus of 

control (i.e. individuals who believe their lives are controlled by outside influences such as 

other people, luck or fate) (Wang, Bowling, & Eschleman, 2010). In addition, recent research 

has identified locus of control as being a key contributor to an individual’s perception on their 

emotions and behaviours (Arslan, Dilmac, & Hamarta, 2009).  
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The theory of locus of control is a construct that is a reflection on an individual’s beliefs 

or perceptions regarding who is in control of their external environment (April, Dharani, & 

Peters, 2012). In addition, Ong, Bergeman and Bisconti (2005), highlight that anxiety may be 

perceived as the inability to exert control over one’s environment. Moreover, a meta-analytic 

study examining the relationship between self-control and various behaviours found that 

increased perceived control during times of anxious states can help act as a buffer towards such 

symptomology (De Ridder, Lensvelt-Mulders, Finkenauer, Stok, & Baumeister, 2012). A 

multitude of longitudinal studies have reported a positive correlation between students with 

high levels of internal locus of control and personal autonomy (Reeve, & Jang, 2006). 

Individuals with low levels of internal locus of control can decrease feelings of anxiety by 

increasing their personal perception of control (Gallagher, Bentley, & Barlow, 2014).  

 

In summary, such findings indicate that psychological functioning such as anxiety 

appears to be influenced by an individual’s belief about control, therefore, one’s belief about 

control may be an important predictor of an individual’s psychological functioning. A cross 

temporal meta-analysis was conducted on the increase of externality in locus of control and 

found that over time reports show an increase in student’s likeability to report external causes 

for events in their life in contrast to internal causes (Twenge, Zhang, & Im, 2004). Theorists 

believe that this may occur due to one’s social environment having a considerable impact on 

an individual’s level of locus of control. Therefore, in an ever-changing social environment 

university students may be more susceptible to changes in their levels of locus of control thus 

impacting their anxiety levels.  
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Self-Efficacy 

 

Over the last two decades a convincing amount of literature has highlighted the 

relationship between self-processes and psychological adjustment (Bandura, 1977; Bandura, 

1993; Maddux & Klieman, 2012). In addition, the psychological construct of self-efficacy has 

been recognised as providing a large contribution to the current literature across educational 

psychology (Pajares, 1996; Tate et al. 2015; Van Dinther, Dochy, & Segers, 2011). Bandura 

and Wessels (1994), define self-efficacy as an individual’s belief in their capabilities to produce 

a desired effect through their own actions. Bandura demonstrated that our perceived level of 

self-efficacy allows us to exercise control over stressors has a primary role in influencing an 

individual’s level of anxiety (Morton, Mergler, & Boman, 2014). Research suggests, self-

efficacy may help enhance one’s ability to manage difficulties faced during demanding 

situations therefore, allowing an individual to perceive demanding situations as a challenge as 

oppose to a threatening situation. Thus, by exercising control over such experiences may help 

prevent negative thinking patterns, therefore, it may be reasonable to assume that those who 

cannot control these threatening situations may be susceptible to experiencing high levels of 

anxiety (Morton, Mergler, & Boman, 2014).  

 

Banduras social learning theory criticised early research on the relationship between 

the mind and processing information as it neglected a self-regulatory system that contributed 

to human behaviour and adaptation (Bandura, 1993). Indeed, self-efficacy has been 

demonstrated to influence individual choices, perseverance to a task, regulation of one’s 

behaviour and the ability for self-reflection (Dinther, Dochy & Segers 2011). Moreover, 

Bandura (1977), developed efficacy expectations as a mechanism of operation theory which is 

based on the assumption that psychological functioning creates and strengthens expectations 

of personal efficacy. Conversely, as highlighted by Maddux (2016), self-efficacy beliefs are 
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not outcome expectancies but an individual’s belief that one can perform the behaviour that 

produces the outcome. Outcome expectancies refer to perceptions of the association between 

behaviour and outcome (e.g., If I attend all my lectures I will get good marks). In contrast, 

efficacy expectancies are centred on some students believing that extra effort leads to better 

marks but see themselves as not having the necessary skills to generate the effort required. In 

addition, the theory of planned behaviour states that perceived ability beliefs are a prominent 

factor in determining an individual’s behaviour (Ajzen, 2002). The emphasis each present 

theory depicts is based on the level of control an individual has on their behaviour itself rather 

than control over the outcomes of events. Therefore, it may be suggested the following theories 

infer that individuals possess a self-system that enables them to apply a measure of control 

over their own thoughts, feelings and actions. In addition, research has demonstrated that 

difficulties with thought regulation have been positively associated with anxiety 

symptomology (Tangney, Baumeister, & Boone, 2004). Indeed, research findings have 

outlined that consequences of anxiety may occur due to interruption of an individual’s self-

regulation system, therefore, assessment of the relationship between an individual’s self-

regulatory system and anxiety is necessary (Carver, & Scheier, 1998).  Thus, by investigating 

the effect of self-efficacy on anxiety levels allows for a more comprehensive understanding of 

the initiation and maintenance of such behaviour.  

 

Self-efficacy and University students 

As highlighted by Schwarzer (2013), in terms of the relationship between emotion and 

behaviour the cognitive approach has provided better enhanced concepts that have allowed for 

a more comprehensive understanding of anxiety across a variety of contexts. As previously 

mentioned, recent research has shown a growing interest in the relationship between self-

efficacy and university students. Substantial empirical evidence has been obtained on the 
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relationship between self-efficacy and academic performance of university students (Capara et 

al. 2008; Dinther et al. 2011; Komarraju, & Nadler, 2013; Mills, Pajares, & Herron, 2007). In 

addition, a considerable focus within the literature was given to self-efficacy in; 

procrastination, achievement and motivation in university students (Haycock, McCarthy, & 

Skay, 1998; Klassen, Krawchuk, & Rajani, 2008; Pajares, 2003; Turner, Chandler, & Heffer, 

2009). Meta analytic studies have reported medium to large effects for high levels of self-

efficacy and high levels of academic performance. Even more promising, such findings 

reported medium to large effects for low levels of self-efficacy and low levels of academic 

achievement (Richardson, Abraham, & Bond, 2012).  However, as research comparisons 

between students and the general population have reported that students measure an inferior 

level of psychological well-being such as anxiety compared to the general population, research 

has appeared to neglect the effect of self-efficacy on anxiety levels of university students 

(Cooke, Bewick, Barkham, Bradley, & Audin, 2006). Researchers argue that measures of 

general self-efficacy have not found to be as useful as more specific self-efficacy measures in 

predicting what people will do in under more specific circumstances (Maddox, 2016). Such 

scales have been used for examining the relationship between procrastination in university 

students in relation to the role of self-efficacy and anxiety, academic self-efficacy and 

university students, mathematics self-efficacy and computer self-efficacy among others (Betz, 

& Hackett, 1983; Chemers, & Garcia, 2001; Haycock et al. 1998; Sam, Othman, & Nordin, 

2005).  
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Self-efficacy, Locus of Control and Anxiety 

Research conducted on anxiety, locus of control and self-efficacy have been linked with 

an individual’s behaviour emphasising their ability to cope during a time they perceive as a 

threat. In addition, high levels of self-efficacy allow an individual to challenge difficult tasks 

and not engage in apprehensive thinking which has been identified as a key factor of anxiety 

symptomology. It has been argued that the indirect impact of self-efficacy beliefs occur as a 

consequence of the way they affect cognitive processes (Bartimote-Aufflick, Bridgeman, 

Walker, Sharma, & Smith, 2016). Moreover, the environment in which these events occur play 

a significant role as some events are out of personal control and contain some level of risk, 

therefore, it may be suggested that exercise of control over anxiety may involve efficacy in 

controlling dysfunctional apprehensive cognitions. Thus, by gaining a comprehensive 

understanding of constructs such as self-efficacy and locus of control in relation to anxiety it 

allows us to enhance awareness and understanding of individual feelings thus, enabling 

individuals to develop more effective coping strategies (Speilberger & Rehesier, 2009). As 

highlighted by Bayram and Bilgel (2008), university students encounter several challenging 

and stressful environments due to financial, social and academic demands. Therefore, it may 

be suggested that this population of interest may be more susceptible at utilising efficacy ability 

in controlling dysfunctional apprehensive cognitions 

 

Conversely, Judge and Bono (2001), have highlighted whether self-efficacy and locus 

of control are indicators of a common core construct. The process of identifying broad versus 

specific factors in psychology may result in what is referred to as bandwidth-fidelity paradox 

particularly when examining individual differences (Judge, Erez, Bono, & Thoresen, 2002). 

However, much of the findings supporting self-efficacy and locus of control as being a 

common core construct have been found to contain several limitations with results remaining 
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inconclusive (Judge et al. 2002). Recent research contends that while locus of control refers to 

individual beliefs in relation to the main underlying cause of events (i.e. judgments of likely 

consequences) in contrast they report that self-efficacy refers to the production of specific 

actions (i.e. judgement of one’s own capabilities). Thus, by perceiving a contingency between 

a potential action and potential outcome and using self-regulatory system it can help create 

better coping strategies. Therefore, experiencing no contingency between an individual’s 

action and outcome can result in further attributing this to one’s lack of ability and may be 

suggested to lead to high levels of anxiety (Schwarzer, 2013).  

 

 

Cognitive Appraisal  

Over the last decade examining the absence of individual positive psychological 

characteristics and the presence of negative personal characteristics has received growing 

interest in relation to anxiety symptomology (Takebayashi, Tanaka, Sugiura, & Sugiura, 2017). 

As humans, we are presumed to be evaluating organisms using our environment as a guide to 

what we need or desire and evaluating each input based on its relevance and significance. In 

addition, it has been proposed that while studying individual differences when examining 

psychological adjustment such as anxiety and other emotions, each consists of an underlying 

appraisal which must be specified in terms of a particular appraisal. (McNally, 2001). 

Therefore, it may be suggested that emotion must be viewed as occurring due to changes in 

cognitive activity that occur due to input of information, feedback from the reaction and 

personal reflection (Spielberger, 2013). 
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Mennin et al. (2002), argued that emotions serve as information functions that are cues 

for readiness of action thus, allowing an individual to establish, maintain or disrupt 

relationships to an event in their environment. University students experience several different 

changes in their environment throughout their time in academics. Research suggests, some of 

these changes involve being confronted with what may be considered as life threatening tasks 

thus, may be perceived as anxiety provoking situations. (Rodgers & Tennison, 2009). Lazarus 

and Folkman (1984), describe cognitive appraisal as evaluative cognitive processes that 

intervene between the event and the reaction. Thus, by defining cognitive processes that 

account for individual differences in how they impact anxiety levels is an important foundation 

for understanding these differences (Roddenberry & Renk, 2010). Lazarus and Folkman 

(1984), distinguishes between two types of cognitive appraisals; primary and secondary. 

Primary appraisals are shaped by an individual’s characteristics such as their personal beliefs 

(e.g. belief of the extent an individual can control an outcome) which play a significant role in 

the interaction between individuals and their environment. Secondary appraisals are shaped by 

an individual’s personal evaluations of demands of a current situation, their ability to cope with 

such demands and ability to implement effective coping strategies. Hyland and Boduszek 

(2012), acknowledged that emotions are not conceptualised in response to intensity of 

experience but rather as distinct results of independent cognitive appraisals. Therefore, 

contends that dysfunctional and functional emotional responses are independently mediated by 

rational and irrational beliefs.  
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Irrational Thinking 

Research and theories such as these have helped to highlight the important role 

cognition has on psychological functioning such as anxiety and the problem associated with 

separating cognition from emotion when examining constructs such as anxiety (Chambless, & 

Gillis, 1993; Sternberg, & Ben-Zeev, 2001; Wong, 2008). Cognitive theorists have 

demonstrated irrational thinking as being a primary factor in contributing to high levels of 

anxiety (Bridges, & Harnish, 2010). Researchers have also found strong correlations between 

functional emotions and rational beliefs (Dryden, 2014). In addition, a meta analyses study 

reported a moderate robust relationship (r = 0.38) between irrational beliefs and psychological 

distress (Vîslâ, Flückiger, Holtforth & David, 2016). Ellis and Harper (1961), developed the 

Rational Emotive Behaviour Theory which states that dysfunctional thinking such as irrational 

thoughts are the cause of dysfunctional emotions and behaviour.  

 

The primary view of this theory contends that when an irrational thought is experienced 

the reaction is often problematic which can lead to negative emotions such as anxiety. Further 

research supported this by demonstrating that rationality of an individual’s personal belief 

system and internal self-statements can impact an individual’s emotional and behavioural 

responses (Himle, Thyer, & Papsdorf, 1982). Therefore, by identifying irrational beliefs it may 

allow for a more comprehensive view of an individual’s dysfunctional responses to a giving 

situation (Beck, Butler, Brown, Dahlsgaard, Newman, & Beck, 2001). The primary assumption 

of the cognitive approach in changing human behaviour is that emotional reactions to events 

experienced in the environment are a product of how an event is analysed or interpreted 

(Davison, Robins, & Johnson, 1983). Theoretically, from previous research it may be assumed 

that students experience an extensive diversity of emotions. While students are under more 

pressure now socially, academically and financially it therefore implies that students are a 
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vulnerable group thus, student’s ability to manage emotions effectively may warrant further 

investigation (Pekrun, Goetz, Titz, & Perry, 2002).  

 

Substantial empirical evidence has been obtained to support both the efficacy and 

effectiveness of psychotherapy treatments such as rational emotive behaviour therapy in 

mediating between irrational thoughts and psychological distress (Bandelow et al. 2015; 

Cartwright-Hatton, Roberts, Chitsabesan, Fothergill, & Harrington, 2004; Norton, & Price, 

2007; Otto, Smits, & Reese, 2004). Eysenck (2013), states that clinical practitioners believe 

individuals suffering from anxiety have irrational negative and self-defeating thoughts about 

themselves and their circumstances. Therefore, the success of therapies such as cognitive 

behavioural therapy indicates the significant role cognitions have on anxiety levels, thus, by 

reducing or eliminating negative beliefs of one’s self and their environment it may help to 

reduce anxiety levels.  

 

Rationale 

Over the last two decades the attempt to identify the influences, causes and effects of 

anxiety have become a major topic of debate across clinical and psychological research. The 

prevalence of anxiety in university students has been acknowledged by students and educators 

across psychological literature (Vitasari et al. 2010). In addition, findings have reported anxiety 

as being one of the most common psychological problems experienced by university students 

(Dyrbye, Thomas, & Shanafelt, 2006). High anxiety levels in university students have been 

associated to poor academic performance and high dropout rates (Cassady, 2002; Pritchard, 

Mary, & Wilson, 2003). According to the literature most lifetime psychological problems such 

as anxiety have been found to first occur during or shortly after the typical college age having 

a significant impact on one’s overall psychological well-being (Eisenberg et al. 2007). 



15 
 

However, there is a dearth of empirical findings related to the factors that predict anxiety levels 

of university students.  

 

The relationship between perceived control and psychological functioning has been 

investigated across an extensive body of literature (Manne, & Glassman, 2000; Ross, & 

Mirowsky, 2013; Skinner, 1996; Thompson, Sobolew-Shubin, Galbraith, Schwankovsky, & 

Cruzen, 1993). Personal control has been identified as being one of the most critical factors 

that influence an individual’s psychological health and well-being (Roddenberry, & Renk, 

2010). In addition, Ong, Bergeman and Bisconti (2005), highlight that anxiety may be 

perceived as the inability to exert control over one’s environment. Therefore, in an ever-

changing social environment university students may be more susceptible to changes in their 

levels of locus of control thus, impacting their anxiety levels. The psychological construct of 

self-efficacy has been recognised as providing a large contribution to the current literature 

across educational psychology (Pajares, 1996; Tate et al. 2015; Van Dinther et al. 2011). 

Research findings have outlined that consequences of anxiety may occur due to interruption of 

an individual’s self-regulation system therefore, assessment of the relationship between an 

individual’s self-regulatory system and anxiety is necessary (Carver, & Scheier, 1998). 

Cognitive theorists have demonstrated irrational thinking as being a primary factor in 

contributing to high levels of anxiety (Bridges, & Harnish, 2010). In addition, researchers have 

also found strong correlations between functional emotions and rational beliefs (Dryden, 

2014). 

 

The following findings provide sufficient evidence that it is prudent to investigate the 

effects self-efficacy, locus of control and irrational beliefs have on anxiety levels of university 

students. In addition, by examining anxiety levels and variables that contribute to such 
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symptomology it enables researchers, educators and practitioners to gain an understanding of 

the intensity, and effects of such emotions. This allows for a more comprehensive view of an 

individuals over all psychological well-being. Thus, allowing for new approaches and methods 

to help students develop better coping skills and overall decrease high levels of anxiety.  

 

Research Aims 

In essence, the current study seeks to investigate the effects locus of control; self-

efficacy; and irrational beliefs have on anxiety levels of university students. Consistent with 

past research on locus of control, this study hypothesises that university students with higher 

levels of external locus of control will have higher levels of anxiety, university students with 

higher levels of self-efficacy will have lower levels of anxiety and lastly university students 

with higher levels of irrational beliefs will have higher anxiety levels.  
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Method 

 

Participants 

 Participants for the current study consisted of 120 university students. Total sample 

size of 120 participants (n = 120). The sample was comprised of 44 males and 76 females who 

ranged in age from 17-57 years, mean age (M) = 24 and a standard deviation (SD) = 10.1. The 

population of interest were university students. Participants were recruited for the current study 

through random sampling from the general student population.  

 

Measures  

The materials and measures for this study consisted of an information leaflet (Appendix 

1), consent form (Appendix 2), demographic questions (Appendix 3), and four self-report 

questionnaires. These questionnaires consisted of the Beck Anxiety Scale (Beck, & Steer, 

1990; Appendix 4), Rotter’s Locus of Control (Rotter, 1996; Appendix 5), General Self-

Efficacy Scale (Jerusalem, & Schwarzer, 1995; Appendix 6) and the Exam belief scale (ABS-

II; DiGiuseppe, Leaf, Exner, & Robin, 1998) (Appendix 7). All measures were electronic 

copies accessed through a web link.  

 

Information leaflet 

The information leaflet was designed by the researcher to inform participants on the title of the 

study, objectives, purpose of participation, the nature of the study, participants rights and 

confidentiality.  
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Consent form 

The consent form was designed by the researcher with the aim of receiving informed consent 

from each participant to take part in the current study. Indicating they understood their right to 

withdraw from the study and that they have read the information sheet provided.  

 

Demographic Questionnaire 

The demographic questionnaire was designed by the researcher for participants to indicate their 

age, sex and level of study. 

 

Irrational Belief Scale 

Irrational beliefs were measured using a 4-item scale that was derived from the Exam 

Belief Scale which is an 8-item scale constructed to measure specific exam related irrational 

and rational beliefs that was derived from the Attitude and Beliefs Scale (ABS-II; DiGiuseppe, 

Leaf, Exner, & Robin, 1998). For the purpose of this study only the 4 irrational beliefs from 

the Exam Belief Scale were administered to participants as the aim was to solely examine 

irrational beliefs. Participants were instructed to indicate the extent to which they agreed with 

each statement on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 4 (strongly disagree). 

Scores range from 0-16 with higher scores indicating high levels of irrational thinking.  
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Beck Anxiety Inventory 

The Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI) (Beck, & Steer, 1990), was utilised to measure 

anxiety. The BAI is a scale that has been administered across numerous clinical and non-

clinical samples (Bieling, Cox, Enns, & Swinson, 1998). The BAI consists of self-report items 

that are rated on a 4-point severity scale ranging from 0 (not at all) to 3 (severe). Scores from 

the 21 items are summed to yield a single anxiety score. Potential scores range from 0 to 63, 

with elevated scores indicating presence of severe anxiety (Beck, & Steer, 1990). Previous 

research has shown reliability and internal consistency of this scale have proved to be highly 

internally consistent Cronbach’s Alpha of .94 and reliability r =.67 (Fydrich, Dowdall, & 

Chambless, 1992). A later study demonstrated a similar finding of high levels of internal 

consistency for the BAI Cronbach’s Alpha of .93 (Magán, Sanz, García0Vera, 2008). Strong 

evidence for reliability and validity has been demonstrated across multiple samples including, 

older adults, adolescents, medical, outpatients, inpatients and psychiatric patients (Osman et 

al., 2002; Wetherell, & Gatz, 2005). Reliability analyses for the BAI revealed satisfactory 

internal reliability for the current study Cronbach’s Alpha .95.  

 

Rotter’s Locus of Control Scale 

Rotter’s Locus of Control scale (I-E Scale; Rotter, 1996), was utilised to measure 

internal-external locus of control. This scale consists of 23 forced choice items and 6 filler 

items i.e. which were designed to make the questionnaire more ambiguous to respondents and 

avoid social desirability. These include the following statements (1, 8, 14, 19, 24, 27). The 23 

forced choice items measure beliefs about the nature of the world with each item containing an 

internal statement paired with an external statement. The remaining 23 items are calculated 

together for a total score of locus of control with a total score ranging from 0 (High externality) 

to 23 (high internality). Responses range from 0-1. An external control statement is giving a 
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score of 1 oppose to an internal locus of control statement which is giving a score of 0 therefore, 

the higher score indicates higher levels of external locus of control (Rotter, 1971). Sample 

items include “I have often found what is going to happen will happen” versus “Trusting to 

fate has never turned out as well for me as making a decision to take a definitive course of 

action” and “Many of the unhappy things in people’s lives are partly due to bad luck” versus 

“people’s misfortunes result from the mistakes they make”. Research studies have shown that 

test-retest reliability of Rotter’s Locus of Control Scale was .61 therefore, suggesting that the 

scale is stable over a considerable period of time (Lange, & Tiggemann, 1981). More recent 

research findings on a sample of older adult students have reported re-test reliability between 

.70 and .90 (Altmann, & Arambasich, 2012). Reliability analyses for the LOC revealed 

satisfactory internal reliability for the current study Cronbach’s Alpha .71. 

 

General Self-Efficacy Scale 

The General Self-Efficacy scale (Jerusalem, & Schwarzer 1995), is a 10-item scale that 

measures an individual’s general sense of perceived self-efficacy. (e.g. ‘I can always manage 

to solve difficult problems if I try hard enough’). This scale was designed for the use of general 

adult population. The scale is measured on a 4 point Likert scale ranging from; 1 = not at all, 

2 = hardly true, 3 = moderately true, and 4 = exactly true. Scores range from 10 to 40 points 

with higher scores indicating a higher belief to overcome difficult situations in comparison to 

lower scores indicating a lower belief in one’s ability. High reliability, stability and construct 

validity have been found across a wide range of studies (Sherer, Maddux, Mercandante, Jacobs, 

& Rogers, 1982; Luszczynska, Doña, & Schwarzer, 2005; Corrigan, Watson, & Barr, 2006). 

A study investigating self-efficacy in a sample of psychology university students reported 

Cronbach’s Alpha of .80 (Rajabi, 2006). The General self-efficacy scale has also been adapted 

and used across 28 languages and has found to be configurablie equivalent across these 28 
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nations reporting Cronbach’s Alpha between .79 and .88 forming only one global dimension 

(Luszczynska, Doña, & Schwarzer, 2005). Reliability analyses for the BAI revealed 

satisfactory internal reliability for the current study Cronbach’s Alpha .89. 

 

Design  

The current study adhered to a within subject’s correlational design. The aims of the 

study were investigated using data from the population of university students. Quantitative 

research methods will be used to address the proposed research question to investigate the 

effect locus of control, self-efficacy and irrational beliefs have on anxiety levels of university 

students. In addition, all statistical analyses including descriptive statistics, person correlation 

and multiple regression analyses were determined using SPSS. The theory that exists in this 

area is strong enough to help guide the development of the testable hypothesis associated with 

this study.  

A multiple regression analyses was conducted to investigate the effect of predictor 

variables (PV’s) self-efficacy, locus of control and irrational beliefs on the criterion variable 

(CV) anxiety. Correlational analyses was conducted to investigate the relationship that exists 

between locus of control, self-efficacy and irrational beliefs in relation to anxiety levels of 

university students. Correlational analyses will tell us the direction of the relationship, the 

strength of the relationship and the amount of variance shared between these variables. 
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Procedure  

Prior to study commencement, informed consent and information briefs were provided 

and obtained electronically. Participants for the present study were administered a link that 

directly led them to open an online self-reported questionnaire via free online surveys. The 

cover page for the questionnaires briefly outlined and explained the nature and purpose of the 

current study. This included being informed that the questionnaire consisted of four parts which 

set out to investigate the effects Locus of Control, Self-efficacy and Irrational Thinking have 

on anxiety levels of university students. This cover page also outlined the time duration 

involved in completing the survey, the nature of the study is voluntary, anonymity, and ethical 

considerations. Participants were made fully aware of the exact nature of the study prior to 

participation. Thus, no deception was used throughout any stage of the study.  

 

Participants were required to click that they had read, understood and agreed with the 

terms and conditions in order to continue with the self-report questionnaire. Participants were 

also provided with a consent form allowing them an opportunity to voice any concerns or 

questions they had in relation to the current study which each participant also had to sign and 

date before continuing with the self-reported questionnaires. Participants were first required to 

fill out their demographics including their age, gender and how many years they have been in 

third level education. This was followed by the measure of Irrational Thinking (ABS-II; 

DiGiuseppe, Leaf, Exner, & Robin, 1998), Generalised Self-Efficacy scale (Jerusalem, & 

Schwarzer, 1995; Locus of control and the Beck Anxiety Inventory. The questionnaire took 

approximately ten minutes to complete. Once each participant had completed the 

questionnaires the data automatically stored to free online surveys that would be available to 

the researcher for future analyses.   
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Results 

Descriptive statistics 

Descriptive statistics including means (M), standard deviation (SD), and Cronbach’s 

Alpha for all continuous variables (irrational thinking, general self-efficacy and locus of 

control) in the current study are presented in Table 1. Histograms and normal Q-Q plots were 

examined for each continuous variable to determine normality.  

 

The mean score for Anxiety (M = 23.56, SD = 15.06) demonstrated that participants 

reported moderately high levels of anxiety. In addition, examination of the histogram revealed 

a mesokurtic curve with a slight positive skew to the normal distribution, while the normal Q-

Q plot revealed reasonable linearity, suggesting that anxiety achieved a desirable degree of 

normal distribution.  

 

The mean score for Irrational thinking (M = 9.26, SD = 2.34) demonstrated that 

participants reported moderate levels of irrational thinking. In addition, examination of the 

histogram revealed a reasonably well leptokurtic curve, while the normal Q-Q plot indicated a 

reasonable linearity suggesting that irrational thinking achieved a desirable degree of normal 

distribution. 

 

The mean score for General S elf-Efficacy (M = 27.80, SD = 5.08) demonstrated that 

participants reported moderately high levels of self-efficacy. In addition, examination of the 

histogram revealed a slightly mesokurtic curve, while the normal Q-Q plot revealed a slightly 

winding linearity. Overall, general self-efficacy was not normally distributed. 
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The mean score for locus of control (M = 15.99, SD = 16.0) demonstrated that 

participants reported moderate levels of locus of control. In addition, examination of the 

histogram revealed a slight leptokurtic curve with a slight positive skew to normal distribution, 

while the normal Q-Q plot revealed a reasonable linearity suggesting that locus of control 

revealed a desirable degree of normal distribution. Despite the small sample size the relatively 

low standard error values, and close 95% confidence intervals suggest that the current sample 

is reasonably representative of university student population. 

 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of all continuous variables (n = 120) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Variable Mean (95% Confidence 

Intervals) 

Std. Error 

Mean 

Median SD Range    Cronbach                        

Anxiety 23.60 (20.90 – 26.30) 1.4 22 15.06   .00-61         .95  

Irrational Thinking 9.30 (8.90 – 9.70) 0.2 9 2.40    4-15            .57 

Locus of Control 

 

Self-Efficacy 

15.9 (10.2 – 10.9) 

 

27.8 (27.0 – 29.0) 

.25 

  

0.5 

16.0 

 

29 

2.83 

 

5.08 

   11-23          .71        

     

5-16                .89 
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Correlation Analyses 

In advance to conducting standard multiple regression analyses, correlational analyses was 

required to determine the relationship between all independent variables and the dependent 

variable along with the relationship between all independent variables. Results from this 

analysis are presented in Table 2. Preliminary analyses were performed to ensure no violation 

of the assumptions of linearity, normality and homoscedasticity. Nonparametric Spearman’s 

test was ran due to the non-normally distributed data.    

 

Table 2.  Correlations between all continuous variables 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Anxiety 1     

2. General Self-Efficacy -.64** 1    

3. Locus of Control -.57** .52** 1   

4. Irrational Thinking -.42** .44** .37*** 1  

Note. Statistical significance: *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 
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Inferential Statistics 

Standard Multiple Regression Analyses 

Multiple regression analysis was performed to determine how well anxiety levels could 

be explained by three variables including irrational thinking, general self-efficacy and locus of 

control. Preliminary analyses were conducted to ensure no violation of the assumptions of 

normality, linearity, and homoscedasticity. The correlations between the predictor variables 

and the criterion variable included in the study were examined (see Table 2 for full details). 

All three of the predictor variables were significantly correlated with the criterion variable, and 

these significant effects ranged from r = .42 (irrational thinking) to r = .68 (self-efficacy) to r 

= .85. These results indicates that there was no violation of the assumption of multicollinearity 

and that the data was suitable for examination through multiple linear regression analysis.  

Since no a priori hypotheses had been made to determine the order of entry of the 

predictor variables, a direct method was used for the analysis. The three predictor variables 

explained 52.1% of variance in anxiety levels (F(3, 116) = 44.18,  p < .001). Two of the three 

variables were found to uniquely predict anxiety levels to a statistically significantly level: 

General self-efficacy (β = .48, p < .001), and locus of control (β = .31, p = <.001) (see Table 3 

for full details). 

 

Table 3. Multiple regression model predicting anxiety scores 

 R2 β B SE CI 95% (B) 

Model .17***     

General Self-Efficacy  -.47*** -1.4 .24 -1.9 / -.94 

Locus of Control  -.30*** -1.7 .43 -2.5 / -.85 

Irrational Thinking     -.08 -4.8 .47 -1.4 / .45 

Note. N = 120; Statistical significance: *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 
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Discussion 

The primary aim of the current study sought to empirically investigate the effects 

irrational thinking, locus of control and self-efficacy have on anxiety levels of university 

students. The potency behind this objective was derived from current research which stated 

that the prevalence of anxiety for university students was increasing (Eisenberg et al. 2007). 

Thus, the current researcher sought to add to the limited but growing literature which has 

referenced the relationship between university students and anxiety. The rationale for the 

current study was grounded considering there is a large quantity of research suggesting that 

locus of control, irrational thinking and self-efficacy are related to increased levels of anxiety 

(Bandura, 1998; Bridges, & Harnish, 2010; Jain, & Singh, 2015; Johnson, & Sarason, 1978; 

Soysa, & Wilcomb, 2015; Watson, 1967; Vîslâ et al. 2016). However, little empirical findings 

have been reported on the variables of interest and their contribution to anxiety levels of 

university students, thus, this study wished to establish which variables of interest contribute 

to increased levels of anxiety in university students. The research was therefore undertaken to 

contribute to the theory of anxiety and university student’s psychological well-being. 

 

Anxiety and University Students 

Results from the current study indicated, that university students reported moderately 

high levels of anxiety on the Beck Anxiety scale as depicted in Table 1. The present findings, 

are consistent with previous meta analytic research, which demonstrated anxiety as being one 

of the most common psychological problems experienced by university students (Dyrbye, 

Thomas, & Shanafelt, 2006). Additional research, has identified that anxiety levels of 

university students are steadily increasing overtime (Beiter et al. 2015). This is consistent with 

other studies that have reported high rates of psychological problems such as anxiety among 

university students globally (Ovuga et al. 2006; Wong et al. 2006). In addition, researchers 
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assessed psychological symptoms in university students and found more than half of students 

reported moderate to very high levels of psychological distress, thus, leading to difficulties in 

academics and psychosocial development (Stallman, 2008). The findings derived from the 

current study, indicate a decrease of psychological health in university students, therefore, 

highlights the importance of attaining a more comprehensive view on the contributions to the 

increase of anxiety levels. Such findings, emphasise the importance to better refine the 

development of adequate and appropriate support services both clinicians and educators can 

provide for this at-risk population. In addition, while research has viewed education as being a 

protective buffer to mental health issues, the current findings suggest, that higher education 

may be a time of increased anxiety for university students. Therefore, the relationship between 

anxiety and university students is one of considerable importance due to the psychological 

impact of such symptomology. Moreover, the economic costs for anxiety have increased 

dramatically over time, thus, the role of anxiety among university students is a critical area for 

economic costs.  

 

Anxiety and Self-Efficacy 

The current study aimed to investigate the effect locus of control, self-efficacy and 

irrational beliefs have on anxiety levels of university students. Results from the Multiple 

Regression analyses found that two of the three constructs of interest including general self-

efficacy and locus of control were significant predictors of anxiety levels of university students 

with general self-efficacy being the largest predictor. Indeed, Table 2 indicates that increased 

scores on general self-efficacy and the locus of control scale are associated with significant 

decreased scores on the Beck anxiety scale for university students. These findings are 

consistent with previous research, suggesting that high levels of self-efficacy and internal locus 

of control are associated with low levels of anxiety (Cheng et al. 2013; Gallagher, Bently, & 
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Barlow, 2014; Morton, Mergler, & Boman, 2014; Roddenberry, & Renk, 2010). Moreover, 

researchers have found that university students who reported higher levels of general self-

efficacy reported higher levels of psychological well-being (Tong, & Song, 2004; Yu et al. 

2005). The learned helplessness theory would suggest that by learning one’s outcomes are 

uncontrollable, may result in motivational and cognitive deficits. Therefore, emphasising the 

role perceptions of personal competence in human behaviour possess over one’s psychological 

well-being (Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978; Maddux, 2016). In addition, these 

findings are consistent with other research. For instance, research has identified that low levels 

of self-efficacy play a major role in psychological problems such as anxiety and depression 

due to the perceived lack of ability to manage threatening situations (Maddux, 2016).  

 

Researchers argue, that measures of general self-efficacy have not found to be as useful 

as more specific self-efficacy measures in predicting what people will do under more specific 

circumstances (Maddox, 2016). Such scales, have been used for examining the relationship 

between procrastination in university students in relation to the role of self-efficacy and 

anxiety, academic self-efficacy and university students, mathematics self-efficacy and 

computer self-efficacy among others (Betz, & Hackett, 1983; Chemers, & Garcia, 2001; 

Haycock, McCarthy, & Skay, 1998; Sam, Othman, & Nordin, 2005). Conversely, the following 

study indicates that self-efficacy may not be as sensitive to specific contexts in predicting 

anxiety levels of university students as found among research investigating self-efficacy and 

other such constructs. However, further research is required to establish the premise of such 

findings.  
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Moreover, research has identified that efficacy beliefs are influenced by an individual’s 

response to their environment, particularly through social demands in one’s attempt to 

manipulate and control demanding or challenging situations (Bitsika, Sharpley, & Rubenstein, 

2010). Therefore, it may be suggested that such findings could be associated with the continual 

psychosocial changes university students encounter while coping with academic and social 

demands (Bayram, & Bilgel, 2008). Furthermore, Beiter et al. (2015) contends that while 

university students experience a multitude of academic and social challenges it may not only 

be their learning capacity or competency but an individual with a negative perception on such 

abilities that can be detrimental to increased anxiety levels. Indeed, the said findings suggest 

that there is a large effect between self-efficacy and anxiety, suggesting that high levels of self-

efficacy may act as a buffer towards psychological symptomology such as anxiety. Thus, the 

assumption maybe made that students who believe they can perform the behaviour that 

produces the desired outcome may decrease anxiety symptomology and increase psychological 

well-being.  

 

Anxiety and Locus of Control 

 Results from the Multiple Regression analyses, found that locus of control was a 

significant predictor of anxiety levels in university students. With high internal locus of control 

scores predicting low levels of anxiety and high levels of external locus of control scores 

predicting high levels of anxiety. These results are consistent with previous research findings 

on the relationship between locus of control and anxiety, supporting the existence of 

meaningful relationships between greater externality and higher levels of anxiety (Allen, Giat, 

& Cherney, 1974; Archer, 1979; Deardorff, Kendall, Finch, & Sitarz. 1977). The following 

result is an indication that students with an internal locus of control experience less anxiety 

than students with external locus of control. Individual’s with internal locus of control perceive 
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personal control over their experiences and their environment as being contingent on their own 

capabilities and attributes. On the contrary, individuals with external locus of control perceive 

their actions as being contingent on factors outside of their personal control, therefore, they 

make less effort to change or improve their situation (April, Dharani, & Peters, 2012). In 

addition, locus of control has been found to be influential in the determination of an 

individual’s thoughts, behaviours and emotions when coping with life events (Arslan, Dilmac, 

& Hamarta, 2009). Therefore, the assumption may be made that a lack of personal control for 

university students is associated with an individual’s thoughts, behaviours and emotions, thus, 

giving rise to high levels of anxiety.  

 

The following results coincide with research, that has demonstrated that individuals 

with external locus of control have a higher chance of experiencing psychological problems 

(Arslan et al. 2009). According to the literature, research has identified personal control as 

being one of the most critical factors that influence an individual’s psychological health and 

well-being (Roddenberry & Renk, 2010). Furthermore, researchers have reported that 

individuals with high levels of internal locus of control possess social support behaviours when 

confronted by a difficult or challenging life event (Arslan et al. 2009). In addition, social 

support has been found to act as a buffer against anxiety symptomology. Moreover, this finding 

is supported by previous research which reported a significant correlation between high levels 

of external locus of control and limited coping resources (Al-Qaisy, 2011). Expectancy theory 

would suggest that individuals learn to discriminate behaviours and outcomes and generalise 

these anticipations for the future thus forming one’s locus of control (April et al. 2012). 

Therefore, the assumption maybe made that psychological distress such as anxiety 

symptomology is associated with one’s perception of having a lack of control over life events 
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and outcomes. Thus, it may be assumed that the following results indicate that beliefs about 

one’s control are an important predictor of a student’s psychological functioning.  

 

  The current findings revealed that students reported moderate to high levels of internal 

locus of control as depicted in Table 1. This finding is supported by the Independence Model 

which suggests that internal locus of control has become more evident in the greater population 

over recent years due to the increase in individualism and individuals having more control over 

their environment than previous years (Twenge, Zhang, & Im, 2004). In contrast, a meta 

analyses of locus of control and psychological symptoms across 18 cultural regions reported 

the relationship between individualism and internal locus of control to only be generalisable to 

western societies. Such findings, note the importance on the impact of societal differences on 

levels of locus of control and psychological symptoms such as anxiety (Cheng et al. 2013).  

 

Anxiety and irrational beliefs 

This study further aimed to investigate the effect irrational beliefs had on anxiety levels 

of university students. Through the use of standard Multiple Regression, it was found that 

irrational beliefs were not a statistically significant predictor of anxiety levels of university 

students. Indeed, Table 3 indicates students reported moderate levels of irrational thinking. The 

present findings are consistent with initial investigation conducted on the relationship between 

irrational beliefs and anxiety levels of university students, which also found students with high 

levels of irrational beliefs were not significantly correlated with high levels of anxiety (Chang, 

& Bridewell, 1998; Muran, Kassinove, Ross, & Muran; 1989). Conversely, studies that have 

examined the relationship between anxiety and irrational beliefs of university students under 

stressful conditions found a significant correlation between irrational beliefs and high levels of 

anxiety in students (Malouff, Schutte, & McClelland, 1992). This suggests that the conditions 



33 
 

under which student’s levels of irrational beliefs are assessed may contribute to overall levels 

of anxiety.  

 

It has been investigated by researchers whether individuals experiencing different 

forms of anxiety and other psychological disorders have the same irrational ideas 

(Nieuwenhuijsen, et al. 210). In addition, DiLorenzo, David and Montgomery (2011) 

investigated differential contributions of general-level and disorder-specific irrational beliefs 

of exam related distress among students at two time periods. They reported disorder-specific 

irrational beliefs were a significant predictor of exam related distress when distress was 

measured at T2 (immediately prior to sitting an exam at the end of the year). However, neither 

had an independent effect on distress at T1(start of term). This would suggest that context 

specific versions of the various irrational belief processes offer a strong predictor of 

psychologically distressing outcomes (Hyland, Shevlin, Adamson, & Boduszek, 2015). 

Therefore, the lack of a significant correlation between irrational beliefs and anxiety levels of 

university students in the current sample perhaps may be greater understood when examined 

in the context of disorder-specific irrational beliefs. In addition, this is supported by findings 

that have reported specific irrational beliefs are sensitive to the timing of assessment in relation 

to predicting levels of psychological distress, which demonstrated greater levels of 

psychological distress during acute context (Montgomery, David, DiLorenzo, & Schnur, 

2007).  
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However, findings from the present study are not consistent with further research, 

which demonstrated that irrational beliefs are significantly correlated with high levels of 

anxiety in non-university samples (Boyaciogula, & Kucuk, 2011; Bridges & Harnish, 2010; 

Davinson, & Zighelboim, 1987; Goldfried, & Sobocinski, 1975; Haaga, Dyck, & Ernst, 1991; 

Vîslâ et al. 2016). However, researchers have criticised the findings supporting a positive 

relationship between irrational beliefs and dysfunctional emotions as the associations reported 

are small (Turner, 2016). None the less, the present findings appear incongruent with this 

notion, as irrational beliefs did not predict high levels of anxiety for university students. 

Moreover, the present findings are also in contrast to what would be predicted by Elis’s 

Rational Emotive Behaviour Therapy (REBT) model which, obtained a primary role across 

clinical psychology assessing the impact of cognitive dissociations namely irrational beliefs in 

changing psychological outcomes such as depression and anxiety. In addition, substantial 

empirical evidence has been obtained to support both the efficacy and effectiveness of (REBT) 

and (CBT) in treating a wide variety of disorders across a variety of populations and settings 

such as anxiety and depressive disorders (Campbell-Sills et al. 2016; David, Szentagotai, Lupu, 

& Cosman, 2008; Drake, Mueser, Brunette, & McHugo, 2004; Montgomery, Kunik, Wilson, 

Stanley, & Weiss, 2010; Roy-Byrne et al. 2010).  
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Implications, Limitations and Future Research 

 As with all research there are a number of limitations to be considered in light of the 

current research findings. Overall the Locus of Control, Beck Anxiety and General Self-

Efficacy scale displayed good reliability which was assessed using Cronbach’s Alpha. In 

addition, each of these scales achieved very good reliability scores. This suggests that the 

model was consistently measuring the correct variables. The findings revealed that general self-

efficacy and locus of control were the strongest predictors on levels of anxiety in university 

students. The exam irrational belief scale revealed unsatisfactory internal reliability scores 

therefore, indicates that this model is not consistently measuring the correct variable of interest. 

Furthermore, demonstrating that irrational beliefs were not a strong predictor of anxiety levels 

in university students.  In light of this, the incongruence observed between the current data and 

irrational belief theory may also be partially explained by measurement inconsistencies. Giving 

the inconsistencies with the current findings between irrational beliefs and anxiety theory 

future research is warranted to further examine the relationship between these constructs of 

interest and university students. Moreover, the study emphasises the impact both locus of 

control and self-efficacy have on predicting anxiety levels of university students.  

 

 There are a number of implications to be drawn from this study, namely that it was an 

exploratory study that aimed to augment our understanding of anxiety levels of university 

students. Therefore, all the current findings are preliminary benchmarked for future research. 

In addition, the current sample were recruited through convenience sampling, therefore, the 

current sample may not be wholly representative of the population of university students, and 

furthermore, it is unknown whether the results are generalisable to other university student 

populations. The following study consisted of 44 males and 76 females, therefore, the 

following study was predominantly females. Thus, the following results may not be a true 
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representation of the male population of university students. Another limitation refers to the 

self-report nature of the measurements. This therefore, calls in to question whether responses 

are a true representation of the participants views or if the responses giving were in some 

manner biased. For instance, responses may have been reported due to social desirability rather 

than honesty. However, the former statement is speculative and impossible to tell, therefore, 

conclusions drawn from this study need to bear this in mind. The sample consisted of 120 

participants (n=120), with a recommended 20 participants per predictor variable however, 

future research may want to aim at obtaining a larger sample size to avoid type two errors.  

 

Conclusions 

 In conclusion, this study was the first to investigate the effect of general self-efficacy, 

locus of control and irrational beliefs on anxiety levels of university students in a single 

multiple regression analyses. In addition, it expanded the literature on the contributions to high 

levels of anxiety among university students. Moreover, the present study highlighted the 

prevalence of high levels of anxiety among university students. This perhaps is not a surprising 

finding as recent research has also reported an increase in anxiety levels of university students. 

However, it highlights the importance of addressing the ascent of anxiety in the student 

population. In addition, the results suggested that locus of control and self-efficacy were 

significant predictors on anxiety levels of university students. Moreover, the model explained 

more than half the variance of anxiety, a figure on which future research may aim to expand 

upon. Furthermore, the study demonstrated that irrational beliefs was not a significant predictor 

of anxiety levels of university students. In essence, the present study demonstrates the impact 

locus of control and self-efficacy have on anxiety levels of university students. In summary, 

the results from the current study support the hypothesis; students with higher levels of internal 
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locus of control will have lower levels of anxiety and students with high levels of self-efficacy 

will have lower levels of anxiety.  

  

Finally, the researcher hopes that the present findings augment our understanding on 

the level of anxiety experienced by university students and the effects locus of control and self-

efficacy have on these levels of anxiety. Therefore, may aid researchers, educators and 

practitioners in the development of better coping strategies, and adequate support systems to 

help decrease anxiety levels of university students and promote overall better psychological 

well-being.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 

Information Sheet 
 

My name is Naomi Clifford and I am currently in my final year studying BA Honours in 

Psychology at the National College of Ireland. I am conducting this research as part of my 

final year undergraduate thesis. This thesis will investigate the effect locus of control, 

irrational beliefs and self-efficacy have on anxiety levels of university students. 

 

This form is to invite you to take part in my study. This study involves answering four 

questionnaires. These questionnaires will include questions and statements that will relate to 

your anxiety, locus of control, self-esteem and self-efficacy levels. This study will take 

approximately ten minutes to complete. 

 

The aim of this study is to help to provide a better understanding of the psychological factors 

that influence anxiety of undergraduate students. To take part in this study is voluntary and 

you are free to withdraw from this study at any point. All information gathered will remain 

completely anonymous and confidential.  

 

If you have any questions in relation to this study or would like any information please feel 

free to contact me. If you would like to take part in this study please contact myself at 

15586423@student.ncirl.ie 

 

On completion of this study if you have any worries or concerns regarding any negative 

feeling emotions or thoughts that have come up for you during this below is a phone number 

for Mental Health Ireland. Please feel free to contact them at any time if you feel it necessary 

or please feel free to contact myself. 

 

Mental Health Ireland Contact: (01)2841166  info@mentalhealthireland.ie 

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this and for participating in this study. 

Naomi Clifford. 

 

 

mailto:15586423@student.ncirl.ie
mailto:info@mentalhealthireland.ie
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Appendix 2 

Consent Form 

 

Title of Project: To investigate the effect locus of control, irrational beliefs and self-efficacy 

have on anxiety levels of university students 

 

Named Researcher: Naomi Clifford 

 

Name: Naomi Clifford  College Email: 15586423@student.ncirl.ie 

 

Clarification of the purpose of the research 

The primary aim of this research is to investigate weather locus of control, self-esteem and 

self-efficacy are contributory factors between high and low levels of anxiety in university 

students. 

 

Participant – please complete the following  

Have you read or had read to you the Information sheet                  Yes         No 

Do you understand the information provided?                            Yes        No 

Have you had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss this study?           Yes        No 

Have you received satisfactory answers to all your questions?                Yes        No 

 

 Conformation that involvement in the Research Study is voluntary 

I have read, or had read to me, this consent form. I have had opportunity to ask questions 

about the consent form and all the questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I freely 

and voluntarily agree to be part of this research study, which respect my legal and ethical 

rights. I am aware that I may withdraw at any time, without giving reason, and without this 

decision affecting me in any way. I have received a plain language statement. 

Yes____         No____ 

 

Advice as to arrangements to be made to protect confidentiality of data,    

including that confidentiality of information provided is subject to legal  

limitations. 

My identity and other personal information will not be revealed, published or used in further 

studies. All information will have my name and address removed to protect confidentiality. 

Any other information that may identify me will also be removed. Confidentiality is assured 

but I am aware that confidentiality of information provided can only be protected within the 

limitations of the law. It is possible for data to be subject to subpoena, freedom of 

information claim or mandated reporting by some professions. 

 

Signature: 

I have read and understood the information in this form.  My questions and concerns 

have been answered by the researchers, and I have a copy of this consent form.  

Therefore, I consent to take part in this research project 

  

 

 

mailto:15586423@student.ncirl.ie
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Participants Signature:         

 Name in Block Capitals:         

 Witness:                                 

             Date:                        
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Appendix 3 

Demographics 

 

 

Gender:      Male_____             Female_____ 

 

 

Age: ____     

 

 

Are you in university?     Yes____        No___  

 

 

Number of years you have been in college?  

 

•  1      

 

•  2       

 

•  3 

 

•  4       

 

•  5 

 

•  Other 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



64 
 

Appendix 4 

Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI) 

Below is a list of common symptoms of anxiety. Please carefully read each item in the list. 

Indicate how much you have been bothered by that symptom during the past month, 

including today, by circling the number in the corresponding space in the column next to 

each symptom.  

 Not At All 

 
Mildly but it didn’t 

bother me much 

 

Moderately - it 

wasn’t pleasant at 

times 

 

Severely – it 

bothered me a lot 

 

Numbness or tingling 

 
          

            

         

          

 

          

  

          

Feeling hot  

 
            

            

        

          

 

         

 

          
Wobbliness in legs  

 
            

            

 

          

 

         

 

          

Unable to relax  

 
  

            

   

          

 

         

 

          
Fear of worst 

happening 

 

  

            

 

          

 

         

 

          

Dizzy or lightheaded 

 
 

            

 

          

 

          

 

          

Heart pounding/racing 

 
 

           

 

          

 

          

 

          

Unsteady 

 
 

           

 

         

 

          

 

          
Terrified or afraid  

 
 

           

 

         

 

          

 

          

Nervous  

 
 

           

 

         

 

          

 

          
Feeling of choking  

 
 

           

 

         

 

          

 

          

Hands trembling  

 
 

          

 

         

 

          

     

          

Shaky / unsteady 

 
 

          

 

         

 

         

  

          

Fear of losing control 

 
 

         

 

         

 

         

 

         

Difficulty in breathing 

 
 

          

 

         

 

          

 

          

Fear of dying 

 
 

         

 

         

 

         

          

           
Scared  

Indigestion  

 

                                     

Faint / lightheaded 

 
           

            

        

           

 

            

 

             
Face flushed  

 
                                                

Hot/cold sweats  
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Appendix 5 

Rotter’s Locus of Control Scale 

  

Here are 29 statements made up of A and B. For each of these select the statement that 

you agree with the most either A or B. 

 

1. A. Children get into trouble because their patents punish them too much.  

    B. The trouble with most children nowadays is that their parents are too easy with them.  

 

2. A. Many of the unhappy things in people's lives are partly due to bad luck.  

    B. People's misfortunes result from the mistakes they make.  

 

3. A. One of the major reasons why we have wars is because people don't take enough  

          interest in politics  

    B. There will always be wars, no matter how hard people try to prevent them.  

 

4. A. In the long run people get the respect they deserve in this world  

    B. Unfortunately, an individual's worth often passes unrecognized no matter how hard he 

        tries 

 

5. A. The idea that teachers are unfair to students is nonsense.  

    B. Most students don't realize the extent to which their grades are influenced by accidental 

        happenings 

 

6. A. Without the right breaks one cannot be an effective leader.  

    B. Capable people who fail to become leaders have not taken advantage of their  

        opportunities 

 

 

7. A. No matter how hard you try some people just don't like you.  

    B. People who can't get others to like them don't understand how to get along with others.  

 

8. A. Heredity plays the major role in determining one's personality  

    B. It is one's experiences in life which determine what they're like.  

 

9. A. I have often found that what is going to happen will happen.  

    B. Trusting to fate has never turned out as well for me as making a decision to take a  

        definite course of action  

 

10. A. In the case of the well-prepared student there is rarely if ever such a thing as an unfair  

           test 

       B. Many times exam questions tend to be so unrelated to course work that studying is  

           useless 

11. A. Becoming a success is a matter of hard work, luck has little or nothing to do with it.  

      B. Getting a good job depends mainly on being in the right place at the right time.  

 

12. A. The average citizen can have an influence in government decisions.  

      B. This world is run by the few people in power, and there is not much the little guy can  

          do about it 
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13. A. When I make plans, I am almost certain that I can make them work.  

      B. It is not always wise to plan too far ahead because many things turn out to- be a  

          matter of good or bad fortune anyway 

 

14. A. There are certain people who are just no good.  

      B. There is some good in everybody.  

 

15. A. In my case getting what I want has little or nothing to do with luck.  

      B. Many times we might just as well decide what to do by flipping a coin. 

  

16. A. Who gets to be the boss often depends on who was lucky enough to be in the right 

          place first 

      B. Getting people to do the right thing depends upon ability. Luck has little or nothing to 

          do with it 

 

17. A. As far as world affairs are concerned, most of us are the victims of forces we can  

         neither understand or control 

      B. By taking an active part in political and social affairs the people can control world  

          events 

 

18. A. Most people don't realize the extent to which their lives are controlled by accidental  

          happenings 

      B. There really is no such thing as "luck." 

 

19. A. One should always be willing to admit mistakes.  

      B. It is usually best to cover up one's mistakes.  

 

20. A. It is hard to know whether or not a person really likes you.  

      B. How many friends you have depends upon how nice a person you are.  

 

21. A. In the long run the bad things that happen to us are balanced by the good ones.  

      B. Most misfortunes are the result of lack of ability, ignorance, laziness, or all three.  

 

 

22. A. With enough effort, we can wipe out political corruption.  

      B. It is difficult for people to have much control over the things politicians do in office.  

 

23. A. Sometimes I can't understand how teachers arrive at the grades they give.  

      B. There is a direct connection between how hard 1 study and the grades I get.  

 

24. A. A good leader expects people to decide for themselves what they should do.  

      B. A good leader makes it clear to everybody what their jobs are.  

 

25. A. Many times, I feel that I have little influence over the things that happen to me.  

      B. It is impossible for me to believe that chance or luck plays an important role in my life.  

 

26. A. People are lonely because they don't try to be friendly.  

      B. There's not much use in trying too hard to please people, if they like you, they like 

           you.  
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27. A. There is too much emphasis on athletics in high school.  

      B. Team sports are an excellent way to build character.  

 

28. A. What happens to me is my own doing.  

      B. Sometimes I feel that I don't have enough control over the direction my life is taking.  

 

29. A. Most of the time I can't understand why politicians behave the way they do.  

      B. In the long run the people are responsible for bad government on a national as well as  

          on a local level 
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Appendix 6 

General Self-Efficacy Scale 

 

Here are ten statements about yourself that might be true or not true. Below is a scale 

from 1-4 please indicate which of these statements you agree with using this scale: 

1. Not at all 

2. Barely True 

3. Moderately True 

4. Exactly True 

 

1._____I can always manage to solve difficult problems if I try hard enough 

2._____I someone opposes me, I can find the means and ways to get what I want 

3. _____It is easy for me to stick to my aims and accomplish my goals. 

4._____I am confident that I could deal efficiently with unexpected events. 

5._____Thanks to my resourcefulness, I know how to handle unforeseen situations 

6._____I can solve most problems if I invest the necessary effort. 

7._____I can remain calm when facing difficulties because I can rely on my coping abilities. 

8._____When I am confronted with a problem, I can usually find several solutions. 

9._____If I am in trouble, I can usually think of a solution. 

10.____I can usually handle whatever comes my way. 
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Appendix 7 

Irrational Thinking Scale 

 

Using the following scale, indicate in the space provided how true each of these 

statements are for you. 

 

1. Strongly Agree 

2. Somewhat Agree 

3. Somewhat Disagree 

4. Strongly Disagree 

 

 

1. _____ I absolutely must get a good grade on this exam.  

2. _____ It will be awful if I don’t get a good grade on this exam.  

3. _____ If I don’t get a good grade on this exam, I am not worthwhile.  

4. _____ If I don’t get a good grade on this exam, I won’t be able to stand it.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


