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Objectives: The purpose of the present study was to examine the mediational role of self-conﬁdence and
anxiety in the relationship between self-esteem and claimed self-handicapping in an achievement
context.
Design: To test this mediational role, the three-step procedure advocated by Baron and Kenny (1986) was
used.
Method: After hearing and reading about speciﬁc conditions of performing that were intended to favor
invoking excuses for future poor performance, 68 competitive basketball players completed measures of
self-esteem, anxiety (cognitive and somatic), self-conﬁdence, and claimed self-handicapping. Then, they
warmed-up and carried out a basketball task.
Results: Self-esteem negatively predicted cognitive anxiety and positively predicted self-conﬁdence. In
turn, self-conﬁdence negatively predicted claimed self-handicapping and mediated the relationship
between self-esteem and claimed self-handicapping. Cognitive and somatic anxieties did not mediate
the relationship between self-esteem and claimed self-handicapping. Together, these results suggest that
individuals with low self-esteem use more claimed self-handicaps because they have lower selfconﬁdence.
Conclusion: These ﬁndings shed light on the psychological processes that lead people with low selfesteem to use strategies of claimed self-handicaps.
Ó 2011 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Berglas and Jones (1978) deﬁned self-handicapping as “any action
or choice of performance setting that enhances the opportunity to
externalize (or excuse) failure and to internalize (reasonably accept
credit for) success” (p. 406). For example, if a self-handicapping
person performs poorly, then the failure can be attributed to the
performance impediment rather than the person’s ability or competence. On the other hand, if the self-handicapping person performs
well, then the athlete creates the impression of being especially
competent and talented, because success was achieved despite
obstacles. In addition, they may also internalize the augmented
perceptions of competence (Baumeister, Tice, & Hutton, 1989).
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Self-esteem and self-handicapping strategies
As noticed early by Jones and Berglas (1978), self-handicappers
are legion in the sports world. Indeed, Rhodewalt (1990)
mentioned that athletic and intellectual performance settings are
particularly suited to examine self-handicapping in the face of
evaluative threat and potentially self-damaging feedback. Field
studies have been used to identify the antecedents of the use of
self-handicaps prior to competitive or evaluated physical activity
events (for reviews, see Coudevylle, Gernigon, Martin Ginis, &
Famose, submitted for publication; Martin Ginis, Lindwall, &
Prapavessis, 2007; Prapavessis, Grove, & Eklund, 2004).
Self-esteem is one factor that has been studied as an antecedent.
Self-esteem is the evaluation that individuals make and customarily maintain with regard to themselves. It expresses an attitude of
approval or disapproval toward the self (Rosenberg, 1965).
Martin and Brawley (2002, Study 2) found that low self-esteem
was associated with greater claimed self-handicapping prior to
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a ﬁtness test. In another study examining the determinants of selfhandicapping strategies in sport, Coudevylle, Martin Ginis, and
Famose (2008) showed that self-esteem was signiﬁcantly negatively correlated with claimed self-handicapping. Indeed, several
authors have suggested that low self-esteem individuals are likely
to self-handicap more frequently than high self-esteem individuals
(Martin & Brawley, 2002; Prapavessis & Grove, 1998; Snyder &
Higgins, 1988) because low self-esteem individuals encounter
more situations where they doubt their ability to be successful.
Thus, self-conﬁdence may be a more proximal factor than selfesteem when predicting claimed self-handicapping use.

anxiety and self-conﬁdence and claimed self-handicapping on the
other hand, it seems worthwhile to examine the role of cognitive
anxiety and self-conﬁdence as potential mediators of the relationship between self-esteem and claimed self-handicapping. Thus, the
purpose of the present study was to examine these mediated relationships in a sport setting, since sport is an achievement context
that is propitious to self-handicapping (Jones & Berglas, 1978). We
examined the mediational relationships among athletes performing
a basketball task. It was predicted that the negative relationship
between self-esteem and claimed self-handicapping would be
mediated by cognitive anxiety and self-conﬁdence.

Self-esteem, self-handicapping strategies and potential
mediators

Method
Participants

Although several studies have examined the direct relationships
between self-esteem and claimed self-handicapping, little is known
about the psychological processes that mediate these relationships. In
their review of the self-handicapping literature, Arkin and Oleson
(1998) suggested that the combined inﬂuence of state and trait
beliefs about the self could be an important area of investigation for
self-handicapping researchers. In the present study, we focused on
the state beliefs of anxiety and self-conﬁdence, and the trait belief of
self-esteem. State anxiety is a psychological (i.e., cognitive anxiety)
and physical (i.e., somatic anxiety) response to a threat to the selfconcept, characterized by subjective, consciously perceived feelings
of tension (Spielberger, 1970). In athletes, self-conﬁdence is an
athlete’s belief or degree of certainty that he or she has the ability to
perform successfully in sport (Vealey, 2004).
It seems plausible that the use of claimed self-handicapping may
be also linked to situation-speciﬁc high anxiety or low levels of selfconﬁdence. On the one hand, some studies have shown that trait
self-esteem correlates negatively with scores on measures of manifest
anxiety and social anxiety (e.g., Leary & Kowalski, 1995). This has been
supported by Suliman and Halabi (2007) who showed that selfesteem is negatively correlated with state anxiety (i.e., cognitive
and somatic anxieties) and self-conﬁdence among baccalaureate
nursing students. That said, because self-esteem reﬂects thoughts
about the self, it makes sense that self-esteem would be more related
to negative thoughts or concerns about performance (i.e., cognitive
anxiety) and not with perceived bodily symptoms of competitive
anxiety (i.e., somatic anxiety). On the other hand, self-esteem was
found to positively relate to self-conﬁdence (Campbell, 1990, Study 1).
Indeed, people with low self-esteem want to succeed as much as
people with high self-esteem but they are simply less conﬁdent that
they will be able to do so (McFarlin & Blascovich, 1981).
Much has been written about the role of ability uncertainty (e.g.,
Berglas & Jones, 1978) and threat to self-esteem as predictors of selfhandicapping (Snyder & Smith, 1982). In sport contexts, for instance,
trait competitive anxiety (Martens, Vealey, & Burton, 1990) was found
to positively relate to situational manifestations of claimed selfhandicapping (Ferrand, Champely, & Brunel, 2005) and state
competitive anxiety was found to positively relate to trait measures of
self-handicapping (Prapavessis & Grove, 1994; Prapavessis, Grove,
Maddison, & Zillmann, 2003). Furthermore, Ryska, Yin, and Cooley
(1998) showed that athletes’ reports of performance-debilitating
obstacles prior to competition were positively correlated with their
states of cognitive anxiety (negative concerns about performance) and
somatic anxiety (perceived bodily symptoms of competitive anxiety),
and negatively correlated with their state of self-conﬁdence. In addition, Kuczka and Treasure (2005) found that claimed situational selfhandicapping was positively correlated with self-efﬁcacy, a construct
that is conceptually close to self-conﬁdence (Bandura, 1997).
Given the links that exist between self-esteem and cognitive
anxiety and self-conﬁdence on the one hand, and between states of

Participants were 68 competitive basketball players, 34 men
(Mage ¼ 21 years; SD ¼ 4.5) and 34 women (Mage ¼ 19.5 years;
SD ¼ 3.9). To ensure that participants would be personally invested
in the experimental task and its outcome, all players competed at the
French regional levelda sufﬁciently competitive level. Participants
were recruited from eight different teams. Note that the data from 56
participants represent a secondary analysis of data previously published (Coudevylle, Martin Ginis, Famose, & Gernigon, 2009).
Measures
General Self-esteem
Vallières and Vallerand’s (1990) French version of Rosenberg’s
(1965) Self-Esteem Scale was used to measure general self-esteem.
This scale includes 10 items capturing a continuum of self-worth
statements. The original scale has been used extensively for
research in samples with a variety of ages, nationalities, and socioeconomic levels (Rosenberg, 1965) and has demonstrated consistently acceptable internal consistency reliability (coefﬁcient alphas
of 0.72e0.87; Wiley, 1989). Each item was answered on a four-point
Likert-type scale (1 ¼ strongly disagree; 4 ¼ strongly agree).
Cognitive anxiety, somatic anxiety, and self-conﬁdence
State anxiety and self-conﬁdence were measured using Cury,
Sarrazin, Peres, and Famose’s (1999) French version of the
Competitive State Anxiety Inventory e 2 (CSAI-2; Martens et al.,
1990). This questionnaire, which was found to be reliable and
valid for French athletes, consists of seven items measuring cognitive anxiety, seven items measuring somatic anxiety and nine items
measuring self-conﬁdence. According to Martens et al., cognitive
anxiety is conceptualized as negative expectations of success and
cognitive concerns about oneself; somatic anxiety is conceptualized
as the perception of one’s physiological arousal; and self-conﬁdence
is conceptualized as one’s belief in meeting the challenge of the task
to be performed. Participants indicated the extent to which they
were currently experiencing the content of each item using a Likerttype scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 4 (completely). The questionnaire has been extensively utilized in sport settings and
possesses strong reliability and validity (Martens et al., 1990).
Claimed Self-handicapping
A scale that was adapted from that used by Martin and Brawley
(2002, Study 2) was used to measure claimed self-handicapping.
Whereas Martin and Brawley’s scale consisted of just seven possible
impediments, our scale consisted of thirteen impediments that
athletes may use as self-handicaps such as: “I am feeling tired,” “I have
personal concerns in this moment”. These impediments were chosen
because they were those most frequently cited by athletes in Carron
et al.’s studies of self-handicapping in sport (Carron, Prapavessis, &

