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Students' competitive orientation and Big Five personality
traits as predictors of cognitive test anxiety

Versavia Curelaru®™, Georgeta Diac'*

Abstract: Competitive orientation is a psychological construct reflecting peoples’
tendency to see others as interdependent rivals and to maximize their own outcomes over
others, in opposition to cooperative orientation that implies seeing others as
interdependent partners in achieving common outcomes. In this study, competitive
orientation and Big Five personality traits of a sample of 402 undergraduate students were
investigated in relation to cognitive test anxiety, while controlling for the effects of gender
and academic performance. The results showed that competitive orientation was positively
related, while cooperative orientation is unrelated to cognitive test anxiety. Hierarchical
regression analysis indicated that cognitive test anxiety is positively predicted by
competitive orientation, beyond the significant positive effect of neuroticism and negative
effects of academic performance, conscientiousness, extraversion and openness to
experience. The implications of the results are discussed in relation to previous research.

Keywords: Competitive orientation, Cooperative orientation, Cognitive test anxiety, Big
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Introduction

As early as two decades ago, mental health statistics showed that anxiety
disorders are among the most common problems in childhood, reaching a
prevalence of approximately 41% (Cartwright-Hatton et al., 2006). Having an
early age-of-onset, anxiety disorder is associated with a wide range of distinctive
personal difficulties, such as poor educational attainment or reduced professional
and financial status (Kessler etal., 2010). Test anxiety, as a situation-specific trait,
is a pervasive problem experienced by people in contemporary society, commonly
increased by the focus on competitiveness and performance in most academic and
occupational settings (Zeidner, 1998). Recent research using US and UK samples
has estimated that between 10 % and 40% among students of different ages
experience a certain degree of anxiety in academic settings (e.g., Thomas et al.,
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2017; Segool et al., 2014). Moreover, approximately 16% report an elevated level
of test anxiety, with a higher proportion among female (Putwain & Daly, 2014).

Due to the negative effects of test anxiety on performance (Cassady, 2004;
Hembree, 1988; Zeidner, 1998), well-being and mental health (Cassady et al.,
2019; Hembree, 1988; Herzer et al., 2014; Rothman, 2004; Steinmayr et al.,
2016), the construct became the focal point of numerous research projects starting
in the years 1950s. Most studies have examined the consequences of test anxiety
on a variety of academic outcomes, namely performance (Ashcraft & Moore,
2009; Chapell et al., 2005; Eysenck, & Calvo, 1992; Steinmayr et al., 2016; von
der Embse & Witmer, 2014; von der Embse et al., 2018), achievement motivation
(Hancock, 2001; Preiss et al., 2006; Wang et al., 2015), or learning process and
strategies (Cassady, 2004; Everson et al., 1994; Eysenck et al., 2007). Concerning
the potential antecedents of test anxiety, research takes into account both personal
factors, such as gender, ability, academic achievement (Hembree, 1988), self-
beliefs or personality traits (von der Embse et al, 2018), as well as contextual
variables, including evaluative conditions and competitive climate (Zeidner, &
Matthews, 2011).

Although there are some studies linking test anxiety to personality factors,
research on this construct in relation to competitive orientation as a specific
personality-trait is still scarce. Thus, the current paper aims to explore the
predictive effect of students' competitive orientation on cognitive test anxiety, also
taking into account the Big-Five personality factors, gender and academic
performance.

Cognitive test anxiety

Test anxiety is defined as an emotional and behavioral response to
anticipating a possible failure and it occurs in an evaluation context, when the
student believes that the test's demands exceed his intellectual, motivational or
social abilities (Zeidner, 1998). Initially, test anxiety was conceived rather as a
unidimensional emotional variable and was evaluated in various test situations
(Mandler & Sarason, 1952; Sarason, 1961). Subsequent research confirms the
multidimensional structure of test anxiety highlighting at least two factors,
emotionality, which refers to negative physiological reactions in evaluative
contexts, and worry, which includes self-deprecating ruminations (Hembree,
1988; Liebert & Morris, 1967; Morris et al., 1981). Meta-analytical studies have
shown that high test anxiety is associated with poor performance and this
relationship is stronger for the cognitive rather than for the emotional and the
behavioral dimensions (Hembree, 1988, 1990; von der Embse et al., 2018).

Cognitive test anxiety was conceptualized by self-assessment of students'
thoughts and reactions (e.g., worries, distractions, working memory difficulties)
related to the three stages of the learning-testing cycle: before the test, during the
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test and after test (Cassady & Johnson, 2002; Cassady, 2004). As a contextualised
attribute of the person, cognitive test anxiety may be assessed separately from the
more stable personality traits (Zeidner, & Matthews, 2011). In literature, cognitive
test anxiety was negatively associated, with a small to moderate effect size, with
the following aspects: performance at standardised tests, various cognitive tasks,
course grade and grade point average (Hembree, 1988; von der Embse et al.,
2018). Significant gender differences were found in cognitive test anxiety across
grade level (Chapell et al., 2005; Hembree, 1988; von der Embse et al., 2018).

Competitive orientation

Competition is a basic human tendency most commonly investigated in
relation to performance within social, organizational, sport and educational
psychology (Murayama & Elliot, 2012). Interpersonal competition has been
conceptualized in three ways: as a personality trait (competitiveness or
competitive orientation), as a structural competition (an objective situation) and
as a perception of environmental competitiveness (Brown et al., 1998). Initially,
competitive orientation was explored in the framework of both social value theory
(Van Lange et al., 1997) and social interdependence theory (Kelley & Thibaut,
1978), in relation to cooperative orientation (Johnson & Johnson, 2015). These
psychological constructs refer to stable individual differences concerning peoples’
beliefs and attitudes towards social interdependence tasks: the competitive
individuals tend to maximise their own outcome, seeking relative advantage over
others, while the cooperative people are oriented towards maximizing outcomes
for both themselves and others (Van Lange et al. 1997). The competitive
orientation develops in social interactions from early childhood to adulthood and
has effects not only on individual outcomes, but also on social relationships.

Some psychologists, especially in the social and educational field,
highlighted the detrimental influences of competitive orientation on achievement,
interpersonal relationships and well-being (e.g., Johnson & Johnson, 2011), while
scholars in work psychology emphasized its beneficial effects (e.g., To et al.,
2020). Recent empirical research is focused on mixed effects of competitive
orientation on achievement motivation and performance (e.g., Elliot et al., 2018;
Murayama & Elliot, 2012; Murayama et al., 2021). The meta-analytical findings
indicated a nonsignificant direct effect of trait competitiveness on performance,
across gender, age, nationality and type of performance, but a significant positive
indirect effect through performance-approach goals and a significant negative
indirect effect via performance-avoidance goals (Murayama & Elliot, 2012).
Epstein and Harackiewicz (1992) argue that competition decreases intrinsic
motivation in low achievement-oriented students and enhances it in high
achievers. Other studies conducted in work environments showed beneficial
effects of competitive orientation. High competitiveness was associated with
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greater motivation and performance and less stress than low competitiveness
(Fletcher et al., 2008). In addition, trait competitiveness positively predicted
employees' motivation to win in a strong competitive situation (Reese et al.,
2022).

Concerning the relationship between students' competitive orientation and
test anxiety, research is still scarce. A study showed that young adults with
competitive orientation exhibit a lower level of secure attachment and a higher
level of avoidant and anxious-ambivalent attachment than cooperative people do
(Van Lange et al., 1997). Another study showed that promoting a competitive
classroom environment may increase the level of anxiety (Church et al., 2001).
However, there is empirical evidence regarding the relationship between
performance-approach and performance-avoidance goals (as corelates of
competition) and test anxiety (e.g., Elliot & McGregor, 1999; McGregor & Elliot,
2002; Pekrun et al., 2009). Also, a study in nonclinical and clinical students have
shown that competitiveness is positively corelated with depression, anxiety and
stress (McEwan et al., 2012).

Personality traits and cognitive test anxiety

The Big Five Model is currently among the most validated models in the
literature and the most influential in psychological research (McCrae, 2009). The
model depicts a hierarchical organization of the personality in which specific traits
are clustered within the five main factors, similar in different approaches and
cultures: extraversion (warmth, gregariousness assertiveness, activity, excitement
seeking, positive emotions); agreeableness (trust, straightforwardness, altruism,
compliance, modesty, tender mindedness); conscientiousness (competence, order,
dutifulness, achievement striving, self-discipline, deliberation); neuroticism
(anxiety, hostility, depression, self-consciousness, impulsiveness, vulnerability),
and openness to experience (fantasy, aesthetics, feelings, actions, ideas, values)
(Costa & McCrae; 1992, Goldberg, 1990). The five factors were explored in
association with several variables in a large number of research belonging to
different psychological areas.

According to a literature review, several studies demonstrated that,
generally, test anxiety has the largest positive correlation with neuroticism and
only a small negative corelation with conscientiousness and openness, while there
is no significant relationship with extraversion and agreeableness (von der Embse
et al., 2018). Other studies showed different effects of personality traits,
depending on which facet (cognitive, affective / physiological or behavioral) of
anxiety is measured. Thus, neuroticism proves to be a significant positive
predictor of general test anxiety (Chamorro-Premuzic et al., 2008), of cognitive
and affective facets of test anxiety (e.g., Dobson, 2000; Hoferichter et al., 2015),
of foreign language test anxiety (e.g., Safranj & Zivlak, 2019), as well as of
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statistics anxiety (e.g., Chew & Dillon, 2014). Significant negative correlations
were also found between general test anxiety and extraversion (Chamorro-
Premuzic et al., 2008) as well as between cognitive test anxiety and agreeableness
(Sawyer & Hollis-Sawyer, 2005). In addition, the relationship between
personality traits and cognitive test anxiety was mediated by other variables,
including control and value appraisal (e.g., Thomas & Cassady, 2019).

Competitive orientation and personality traits

Past research has shown that competitive and cooperative orientation in
social interdependence situations is explained by a number of intrapersonal
variables, such as personality traits (Ross et al., 2003), temperament or self-beliefs
(Goctowska et al., 2017). Generally, competitive orientation was positively
correlated with neuroticism, while cooperative orientation was associated
positively with extraversion and agreeableness and negatively with neuroticism
(Ross et al., 2003). Specifically, the findings on link between competitive
orientation and personality factors are mixed. Research demonstrated a positive
corelation between competitive orientation and several specific traits related to
extraversion such as assertiveness or excitement (e.g., Fletcher & Nusbaum,
2008), and to some neurotic traits such as harm-intended aggression (Choi et al.,
2011). A negative association was also found between competitive orientation and
altruism, cooperation, modesty and sympathy, as facets of agreeableness (Fletcher
& Nusbaum, 2008).

The present study

Research on test anxiety is prolific and primarily focused on the negative
impact of this emotion on both learning strategies and performance (von der
Embse et al., 2018). However, the antecedents of cognitive test anxiety are yet to
be investigated more extensively. Previous research on the influence of
personality traits on test anxiety is scarce, exploring their direct and rarely indirect
effect through fear of negative evaluation (Safranj & Zivlak, 2019), core self-
evaluation and self-assessed intelligence (Chamorro-Premuzic et al., 2008), or
control and value appraisals (Thomas & Cassady, 2019). However, in the present
study we chose to explore the interplay between Big-Five personality traits and
competitive orientation in predicting students' cognitive test anxiety, while
controlling for the effect of gender and academic performance. To our knowledge,
there are no recent empirical studies addressing the relationship between
competitive orientation and test anxiety. Nevertheless, the studies exploring the
trait competitiveness in academic settings are focused on associations of this
variable with motivation and performance (e.g., Elliot et al., 2018; Murayama &
Elliot, 2012).

85



Versavia Curelaru and Georgeta Diac

In addition, given the mixed effects of competition on various personal and
organizational outcomes (To et al., 2020), we intend to explore these associations
in a specific educational context, where the performance and competition are
highly valued from an early school-age (Curelaru et al., 2014). In the Romanian
educational system that strives to align to the standards of more developed
countries, school quality management focuses mainly on increasing students'
performance. As a consequence, evaluations for ranking and selection have
multiplied in the last two decades. These practices are useful for assessing
performance, but can be harmful for students by increasing test anxiety. The effect
could be enhanced by a number of issues facing the system, namely poor
financing, a relatively high rate of school dropout (up to 19-20%), a high rate of
illiteracy among pupils enrolled in the school system (42%), and early selection
on the basis of high-stake tests (Kitchen et al., 2017).

Our purpose was to build upon past research that proved the significant
effect of personality factors on test anxiety, adding competitive orientation as a
supposed positive predictor. We hypothesized that 1) neuroticism would
positively, but extraversion, agreeableness conscientiousness and openness would
negatively corelate with cognitive test anxiety and 2) competitive orientation
would positively predict cognitive test anxiety, beyond the effect of gender,
academic achievement and Big Five personality traits.

Method

Participants and procedure

Our study was conducted on a sample of 402 undergraduate students in arts
and humanities (N = 145), formal sciences (N = 79), natural sciences (N = 74) and
social sciences (N = 104), all enrolled in an optional Educational Psychology
course at “Alexandru loan Cuza” University of lasi. There were 116 males and
283 females involved in the study, along with 3 participants leaving the gender
checkbox response blank. For the whole sample, the mean age was 20.85 years
(SD = 3.48 years).

Students were asked for consent to participate in research on educational
psychology. They were informed that their participation was voluntary and were
assured of anonymity. A questionnaire was created including Big Five Inventory,
Cooperative and Competitive orientation Scale, Cognitive Test Anxiety Scale,
demographic data (age, gender, faculty and specialization), along with a measure
for academic performance. Then the students filled out the questionnaire in one
of the two ways, either through online survey response using Google Forms
software or in pencil-paper format in standard university classrooms. Our study
was granted ethical approval by the Ethics Committee of the University.
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Measures

Big Five Inventory. Individual differences in personality were measured
using the Mini-IPIP, a 20-item short form (Donnellan et al., 2006) of the
International Personality Item Pool — Five-Factor Model measure (Goldberg,
1999). The scales were designed to assess the level of five dimension of
personality, using four items per factor: extraversion, agreeableness, neuroticism,
conscientiousness, and openness to experiences. Because the scales contain
reverse-coded items, their recoding was performed so that high scores indicate
high levels of the traits. Participants were asked to rate on a 5-point Likert scale
the extent to which a statement describes them (1 = not at all like me to 5 = very
much like me). The original scales indicated an acceptable internal consistency,
with Cronbach alphas well above .60 (Donnellan et al., 2006). In the current
investigation the alphas for all the factors were acceptable as well, with .73 for
extraversion, .72 for agreeableness, .62 for neuroticism, .65 for conscientiousness,
and .62 for openness to experience.

The Cooperative and Competitive Orientation Scale. It is a two-
dimensional scale with 13 items that measures students' attitudes and beliefs about
the nature of their relationship with other peers in learning situations involving
social interdependence. 7 items assess cooperative orientation (“It is important for
me to coordinate with other colleagues in carrying out learning tasks”, “Working
with others help me to improve my school performance™) and 6 items measure
competitive orientation (“I hope to do better than other colleagues, even when we
work as a team”, “I feel somewhat disappointed when the other colleagues
perform better than me™). The items of the two subscales were designed based on
Cooperative and Competitive Orientation Scales (Chen et al., 2011). The original
tool was translated from English using a forward-backward procedure. For the
current study each item was rephrased in order to correspond to the situations of
social interdependence in the academic contexts. Participants rated on a 6-point
Likert scale to what extent they agreed with each statement of the scales (1 =
strongly disagree to 6 =strongly agree). Exploratory factor analysis in principal
components confirmed the two-factor model of the Chen et. al (2011) that
explained 52.73% of the variance, with cooperative orientation factor explaining
28.57% and competitive orientation factor explaining 24.15% of the total
variance. The internal consistency coefficient for the two subscales was .85 and
.81, respectively.

Cognitive Test Anxiety Scale (CTAS). A 27-item Romanian translation of
the original CTAS (Cassady & Johnson, 2002) was used in order to assess the
cognitive dimension of test anxiety. The scale was translated from English into
Romanian by two fluent English-Romanian bilinguals using a forward-backward
procedure. Participants were asked to rate on a 4-point Likert scale the extent to
which a statement describes them (1 = not at all like me to 4 = very much like
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me). Because the scale contains 8 reverse-coded items, they were recoded so that
finally high scores indicated a high level of cognitive test anxiety. The internal
consistency coefficient, Cronbach’s alpha, in this study was .91.

Academic achievement. Participants reported the average of the grades
earned in all subject areas during the previous semester.

Results

The statistical analyses of the data were conducted in SPSS version 23. We
first performed a descriptive analysis of all the variables in our study. In addition,
preliminary analyses were performed in order to explore gender differences in
cognitive test anxiety and academic performance. Independent samples t-tests
showed that female students reported a higher level of cognitive test anxiety (M
= 69.08, SD = 14.08) compared to male students (M = 62.43, SD = 14.53), with
t(397) = 4.25, p < .001, although the academic performance of female students
were higher (M = 8.47, SD = .90) than those of male students (M = 8.23, SD =
1.08), with t(362) = 2.17, p <.030).

Next, zero-order correlations among all the variables were analysed (see
Table 1) to test the first hypothesis. Then, we performed a hierarchical regression
analysis to verify the second hypothesis. Cognitive test anxiety showed significant
negative association with academic performance and positive relationship with
competitive orientation and female gender. In addition, cognitive test anxiety
significantly corelated with all five personality factors: positively with
neuroticism and negatively with extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness
and openness. As can be seen in Table 1, competitive orientation was positively
correlated with neuroticism, negatively correlated with agreeableness,
conscientiousness and openness to experience, and unrelated to extraversion.
There was no significant correlation between competitive and cooperative
orientation. Moreover, as expected, cooperative orientation was positively related
to extraversion and agreeableness, but unrelated to other personality traits or to
cognitive test anxiety. Instead, cooperative orientation was negatively correlated
with academic performance and with female gender.

To investigate the unique relationships that competitive orientation has with
cognitive test anxiety, a hierarchical regression analysis was conducted. We
assumed that while controlling for the effect of gender, academic performance and
personality factors on cognitive test anxiety, we will still find a significant effect
of competitive orientation. We included three steps in our regression analysis.
First, we entered gender and academic performance as control variable, since
many studies proved gender differences in test anxiety and significant correlation
between academic achievement and test anxiety. Second, we introduced the
personality traits, and finally, we added competitive orientation. Since predictors
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showed certain intercorrelations, we checked for multicollinearity. The VIF
values were all below 2 (VIF < 1.29) and the tolerance indicators are all far above
.20 (Tollerance ranged from 0.77 to 0.99), so the collinearity was not a problem
for our models (Field, 2013). The results of hierarchical regression analysis can
be observed in Table 2.

Table 1. Zero-order corelation and descriptive statistics for all the variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
1. Competitive orientation -
2. Cooperative orientation .01 -
3. Extraversion -03 157 -
4. Agreeableness -18™ 22 29™ -
5. Conscientiousness -117 .05 A28 AT -
6. Neuroticism 35" -06 -13"  -09° -207 -
7. Openness to experience -.16" .02 217" 327 09  -167 -
8. Cognitive Test Anxiety 237 06  -20" -100 -277 47T -237 -
9. Academic performance -04  -20" -01 .04 .08 -.02 A28 =21t -
10. Gender (female) -.03 -12" -.01 147 .03 16 -.01 20" A1°
Means 18.03 28.22 1146 1488 1430 12.16 1572 67.09 8.40
SD 6.62 7.23 3.75 3.04 3.14 3.25 287 1448 0.96
Minim-Maxim 6-35  9-42 4-20  4-20 5-20 4-20 7-20 32-106 5-10
Skewness .29 -.40 14 -.65 -.33 -15 -.55 .09 -41
Kurtosis -50 -39 -83 35 -34 -41 -04 -41 01

Note. N = 402 for all correlations, except those with academic achievement (N = 366) and
with gender (N = 399). The correlation is significant at *p <.05; **p < .01. Gender was
coded 0 = male, 1 = female.

As shown in Table 2, the three regression models are statistically
significant. Including competitive orientation to the third model added a small but
significant effect in explaining the variation of cognitive test anxiety (Fchange
(1,359) = 5.88, p =.016), beyond the contribution of gender, performance level,
and personality factors. The analysis of regression coefficients from Model 3 (that
explained the 40.1% of variance) showed that neuroticism is the strongest positive
predictor of cognitive test anxiety, along with competitive orientation and gender,
the effect of the last two being smaller. Among the negative predictors of
cognitive test anxiety, academic performance proved to have the highest
significant contribution, along with conscientiousness and extraversion, while
openness to experience had a smaller effect, agreeableness no longer having any
significant influence.

89



Versavia Curelaru and Georgeta Diac

Table 2. Summary of hierarchical regression analysis predicting cognitive test anxiety
Cognitive test anxiety

Steps and predictors

R? A R? B sr F-ratio

Model 1 - Step 1 130" F (2,361) = 27.08
Gender (female) .23 .23

Academic performance -.30" -.29

Model 2 - Step 1 and 2 391 26" F (7,356) = 32.62
Gender (female) A7 .16

Academic performance -25" -.25

Extraversion -12" -11

Agreeableness .03 .02

Conscientiousness -17" -21

Neuroticism .38™ 31

Openness to experience -.107 -.09

Model 3-Step 1,2,and 3 4017 01" F (8,355) = 29.67
Gender (female) 17 17

Academic performance -.26™ -.26

Extraversion -.14" -12

Agreeableness .05 04

Conscientiousness -17" -.16

Neuroticism .35™ 31

Openness to experience -.09" -.08

Competitive orientation 10" .10

Note. N = 364; "p < .05; ™p < .01; sr — semi-partial correlations coefficients.
Discussions

The main aim of the current study was to explore the predictive power of
competitive orientation and personality traits described by the Five-Factor Model,
while controlling the effect of gender and academic performance in a sample of
undergraduate students. Although contemporary society acknowledges a strong
focus on competition along with a high prevalence of test anxiety, empirical
studies on the relationship between trait competitiveness and test anxiety are still
scarce. This could be explained by the fact that other psychological variables
related to competitiveness were further studied in academic settings, namely goals
orientation (Elliot & McGregor, 1999; McGregor & Elliot, 2002; Murayama &
Elliot, 2012; Pekrun et al., 2009) and perceived evaluative climate (Church et al.,
2001; Elliot et al., 2018). Thus, by including in our analysis competitive
orientation as a predictor, we added empirical evidence to the existing research on
antecedents explaining students' test anxiety. The preliminary analyses supported
the past findings on gender differences in test anxiety (Hembree, 1988; von der
Embse et al., 2018). The female students reported being more test anxious than
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male students, although their academic performance was higher compared with
the performance of the latter.

The main analyses confirmed our first hypothesis concerning the
relationship between cognitive test anxiety and personality factors. Students
scoring high in neuroticism and low in extraversion, agreeableness,
consciousness, and openness to experience reported high levels of cognitive test
anxiety. The positive relationship between neuroticism and test anxiety is in line
with the almost unanimous findings of previous research (Chew & Dillon, 2014;
Hoferichter et al., 2015; Safranj & Zivlak, 2019; Thomas & Cassady, 2019; von
der Embse et al., 2018). This relationship may reflect the susceptibility of students
with low emotional stability to experience high levels of anxiety in evaluative
contexts, because of their increased self-consciousness, depression and poor
emotion regulation skills (Thomas & Cassady, 2019). The confirmed negative
corelation between students’ consciousness and test anxiety is also consistent with
results of other studies (Thomas & Cassady, 2019; von der Embse et al., 2018).
These associations could be explained by the influence of consciousness on
several intermediary variables, namely students' self-efficacy (Stajkovic et al.,
2018) and control appraisals (Thomas & Cassady, 2019). Conscientious students,
characterized by order, dutifulness and self-discipline, develop over time high
self-efficacy and competence beliefs due to the task engagement and effort
(Brown et al., 2011).

Our results on openness to experience support other findings (Sawyer &
Hollis-Sawyer, 2005; Thomas & Cassady, 2019) that showed a negative
relationship with test anxiety, but are inconsistent with certain research that
reported a lack of significant correlation between the two variables (e.g., Safranj
& Zivlak, 2019). The various results might be explained both by the different
conceptualization of test anxiety in research, and by other variables which may
interact with openness in predicting anxiety. Furthermore, students' responses to
Big-Five scales might reflect different specific features of each factor. For
example, the significant relationship between openness and anxiety could be a
result of the link between tolerance towards new situations and uncertainty in
examination contexts, whereas the lack of a relationship could mean that these
features were not activated during the response. The significant negative
correlation between cognitive test anxiety and extraversion and agreeableness
supported by our results contradicts the findings of a metanalytical study (von der
Embse et al., 2018), but agree with alternative research, in which test anxiety was
negatively related either with extraversion (Chamorro-Premuzic et al., 2008) or
with agreeableness (Sawyer & Hollis-Sawyer, 2005). The specific features of the
two factors, such as positive emotions and trust, could protect extroverted and
agreeable students from anxiety in examination situations.
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The positive zero-order corelation between competitive orientation and test
anxiety in our investigation is in line with the literature that argues the detrimental
effects of competitiveness on students' well-being (e.g., Johnson & Johnson, 2011;
McEwan et al., 2012; Van Lange et al., 1997). On the other hand, it disagrees with
the findings that support the beneficial consequences of competition on intrinsic
motivation and coping with stress (Fletcher et al., 2008). The results of
hierarchical regression analysis confirmed our second hypothesis. Indeed,
controlling for the effect of gender, academic performance, and the overlap of the
personality factors, the power of corelation decreased, but competitive orientation
still added a significant contribution in explaining the cognitive test anxiety
variation, after neuroticism and academic performance, the strongest predictors of
test anxiety. Our findings come to support part of the research that studied the
effect of some correlates of competitive orientation on academic outcome, namely
perceived evaluative and harsh climate of the school (Church et al., 2001);
perceived environmental competitiveness (Elliot et al., 2018), or performance-
avoidance goals (Elliot & McGregor, 1999; McGregor & Elliot, 2002; Pekrun et
al., 2009). It would seem that the effect of trait competitiveness on the academic
adjustment is mediated, especially, by the student's perceptions of the examination
situation (whether it is perceived as highly or slightly competitive), but also by
the students' motivational orientation towards performance-approach or
performance-avoidance goals (Elliot et al., 2018; Murayama & Elliot, 2012;
Murayama et al., 2021).

Given the focus of Romanian education on competitiveness from an early
school-age (Curelaru et al., 2014), it is possible that the association of highly
competitive orientation with greater levels of test anxiety in our sample to be
partially explained by these particularities of the educational environment.
Therefore, further research is needed to expand the sample of participants to
several categories of pupils and students from different regions of the country, to
investigate some mediators of the relationship and to explore possible intercultural
differences.
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