
Jurnal Psikologi
Volume 48, Nomor 2, 2021: 31 – 45
DOI: 10.22146/jpsi.64016

ISSN 0215-8884 (print)
ISSN 2460-867X (Online)

The Role of Dispositional Optimism, Upward and Downward
Counterfactual Thinking towards Student Persistence in Joining

Competitions

Maria Gracia Amara Pawitra1*1, Wahyu Jati Anggoro2
1,2Faculty of Psychology, Universitas Gadjah Mada

11 February 2021 11 May 2021 30 August 2021

Abstract. Persistence is a key element contributing to college students’ success in an
academic competition. We argue that dispositional optimism, and upward and downward
counterfactual thinking have influence in determining individuals’ persistence. This
cross-sectional study aimed to examine the role of dispositional optimism, upward and
downward counterfactual thinking among persistence of student participants in university
competitions. It employed quantitative methods and data were collected through the
use of Dispositional Optimism Scale, Counterfactual Thinking Scale, and Persistence
Scale. College students (N=204) who have competed in university competitions were
recruited using a non-probability sampling method. Multiple regression assisted the
data analysis process. Result showed that both dispositional optimism and upward
counterfactual thinking simultaneously predicted students’ persistence. However,
downward counterfactual thinking was unable to predict the students’ persistence.
The research suggests that student competitors should enhance their optimism by
developing positive thoughts concerning future competitions, as well as forming upward
counterfactual thinking in subsequent competitions.
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Background

Persistence is a crucial element that contributes to college students’ success in university competitions
(Czaja & Cummings, 2009). Meanwhile, there are plenty types of prestigious student competitions
from national to international level. Both academic and non-academic student competitions give
students the opportunity to strengthen their curriculum vitae in order to increase their chances of
success in the future job hunting. Successful competition may encourage individuals to acquire
success in future competitions. In contrast, failure may impair persistence and lead to weaker
motivation to compete (Czaja & Cummings, 2009). This level of motivation may also affect students’
academic achievement (Steinmayr & Spinath, 2009) and their positive mental health (Huang et al.,
2016).Therefore, it is very important to examine the factors that influence student persistence in joining
competitions

Persistence has been studied in several context but there has not been any research investigating
individual factors, especially optimism and counterfactual thinking, that determine student
persistence in academic context. For example, Kamusoko and Pemberton (2013), Reisinger (2016),
Brecht and Burnett (2019) conducted research concerning persistence among athletes in non-academic
field. Three of the following research investigated persistence in relation to academic field but did
not investigate about student participation. Le Bars et al. (2009) suggested that the social environment
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affects persistence of athletes. However this research does not discuss the individual factors that may
affect persistence.

Barney (1996) attempted to investigate individual elements influencing persistence in case studies
among athletes participating in the 1932 Los Angeles Olympic Games. However, the study result
is difficult to be generalized due to the small sample size and its outdated period. Recent research
concerning individual elements in persistence was conducted by Rottensteiner et al. (2015) that
highlighted the role of goal orientation. Research by Calvo et al. (2010) found that self-motivation
and power orientation, competence, and involvement play a role in persistence by Segerstrom (2007)
and Markman and McMullen (2003) as an individual variable affecting persistence.

Some research has shown that optimism affects academic persistence among undergraduate
students (Aspinwall & Richter, 1999; Nes et al., 2005; Tenney et al., 2015). However, these studies
used an experimental approach of which the outcome was a result of manipulation, and not from
an actual field context. Non-experimental correlational studies were conducted by Adomako et al.
(2016) concerning the persistence of entrepreneurs. None of the studies discussed about optimism and
persistence in the context of student participation in competitions. Similar research did investigate the
effect of counterfactual thinking on persistence (Markman & Mcmullen, 2006; Roese & Epstude, 2017),
but these studies study also used an experimental approach, with limited field context.

As such, this study aimed to fill gaps in research literature by investigating the role of dispositional
optimism, upward and downward counterfactual thinking toward persistence among student
competitors. This research focused on persistence in general, regardless of the type of competition
and whether it involved individual participants or teams. Accordingly, the study did not analyze the
different types of competitions on students. This reserch is crucial to understand persistence of student
competitors in achieving their goals in a sustainable manner, which have which have contribution to
knowledge gaps and in practice.

We proposed the following hypotheses:
H0 Dispositional optimism, upward counterfactual thinking, and downward counterfactual

thinking do not affect persistence of student competitors.
Ha Dispositional optimism, upward counterfactual optimism, and downward counterfactual

thinking play a role in persistence among students competitors.

Literature review

Persistence refers to actions to achieve a specific goal in the face of barriers, difficulties, and
helplessness (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Constantin et al. (2012) defined persistence as endurance
to perform difficult tasks during a significant period of time and during a discomforting situation.
Conceptually, persistence is determined by numerous factors sourcing from social environment such
as peers, teachers, trainers, or parents, the context of the tasks (Le Bars et al., 2009). Other scholars
also found internal factors determining persistence such as self-motivation; motivation to meet basic
psychological needs (need for power, competence, and relations) (Calvo et al., 2010). Others reported
constructive anger against barriers to success, which was moderated by effective planning of goals
(Schmitt et al., 2019) and optimism (Adomako et al., 2016; Carver et al., 2010; Icekson et al., 2014;
Tenney et al., 2015) to also determine persistence.

Student persistence has been receiving attention in recent years. Researchers of this study have
also conducted a preliminary online survey in May 2020 with 37 participants across 11 Indonesian
universities to understand the feelings of student competitors following an unsuccessful attempt
in a competition, as well as identify factors contributing to persistence. These participants were
undergraduate or diploma students who have represented their faculty or University in a competition
at least twice and has experienced failure or received an unfavorable outcome in this competition.
We found that following a negative, or an undesired, outcome, most students expressed negative
thoughts like feelings of incompetence (24.3%) and thoughts about sacrifices that were not worth
the results (24.3%) over their failure in the competitions. Some thoughts also led to feelings that
deterred persistence, for example disappointment (43.2%) and sadness (27%). Other feelings that were
reported include laziness, fear, exhaustion, uselessness, lack of motivation, doubt, embarrassment,
anger, boredom, and guilt. The finding was consistent with recent research findings from Czaja and
Cummings (2009)and Xia (2018) that suggested that failure to achieve targets in competitions reduces
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motivation to compete in future competition because it threatens self-competence and self-esteem.

Optimism

Our preliminary survey also found that personal characteristics influence persistence. Among other
factors, optimism was the most influential characteristic (21%). Optimism, conceptually referred to
as dispositional optimism, is a person’s tendency to be hopeful towards their future in all aspects
regardless the type of event (“Optimism scale: Evidence of psychometric validity in two countries and
correlations with personality”, 2018). Optimism allows people to view the world in a positive light.
People with positive attitudes tend to experience positive feelings and persist in achieving their goals,
since they are hopeful that something good will come in the future (Chiesi et al., 2013). An optimistic
person believes that they can overcome barriers while also viewing difficult tasks as challenging, not
as threatening (Icekson et al., 2014). Therefore, optimists have higher persistence in achieving their
goals (Jenaabadi et al., 2015). The role of optimism towards persistence is supported by findings from
prior research. A study by Tenney et al. (2015) showed that optimism has a direct effect on persistence.
Adomako et al. (2016) found that optimism influences persistence, though the effect was moderated
by thinking style. In academic context, optimism is positively associated with persistence Carver et
al. (2010). Research also suggests that optimism stimulates persistence in achieving a particular goal
(Icekson et al., 2014).

Counterfactual Thinking

Research evidence showed that when competitors experience failure, they simulate outcomes in
contrast to what actually occurred. This act of simulating past events is known as ‘counterfactual
thinking’, which refers to simulation of thoughts contrasting with actual outcomes, for example
thinking “what would happen if. . . ” or “If only. . . ” (Kray et al., 2010). Counterfactual thinking consists of
two modes namely upward or downward counterfactual thinking.

Upward counterfactual thinking refers to a person’s simulation of favorable outcomes compared
to what actually occurred (Teigen & Jensen, 2011). Upward other-referent refers to the tendency to
simulate thoughts that other people may have an effect on producing a favorable outcome, while
upward self-referent refers to the tendency to simulate thoughts about the self in affecting favorable
outcomes. The upward non-referent is the tendency to attribute the simulation of an object which is
not specifically tied to better outcomes (Rye et al., 2008). Meanwhile, downward counterfactual refers
to the stimulation of thoughts that are worse than the actual outcomes (Payir & Guttentag, 2016). This
style of thinking consists of one mode, namely the downward non-referent which is the tendency to
attribute simulations of an object which is not specifically tied to a worse outcome (Rye et al., 2008).

Counterfactual thinking also consists of two modes based on its functionality, namely reflection and
evaluation. Reflection refers to simulation of alternatives without comparing with the reality, whereas
evaluation concerns simulation of alternatives that compare with the actual occurence. This model
makes predictions based on the combination of upward or downward counterfactual thinking and
reflection and evaluation modes. Thus, people may adopt the upward reflection (UR) or simulation
of better situations, without comparing actual situations, upward evaluation (UE) or simulation of
better situations, by comparing with the actual situations, downward reflection (DR) or simulation
of worse situations, without comparing with the actual situation, and downward evaluation (DE)
or simulation of worse situations, by comparing with the actual situation. Counterfactual thinking
using upward reflection (UR) and upward evaluation (UE) play role in improving persistence on
prevention framing because UE focuses on a person’s perseverance in making achievements by
simulating better possibilities while preventing undesired outcomes when reflecting on what actually
occurred. Downward reflection (DR) also increases the motivation to be aware and develop a
plan to avoid undesired possibilities because of simulations of undesirable outcomes. However,
downward evaluation has shown to not improve persistence (Markman & McMullen, 2003; Markman
& Mcmullen, 2006; Smallman & Roese, 2009).
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Method

Definition of terms

We use the term ‘student competitors’ to refer to university students who participated in academic
competitions to represent their universities or faculties. The student competitors in this research
were those who had participated in competitions representing the faculties or universities at least
twice. Given that, there is no literature to the research authors’ knowledge that has established
the exact frequency of competition participation to indicate persistence, we define a criterion of at
least two participations may demonstrate student persistence. According to the Language Center of
Indonesian Ministry of Education and Culture (2016), competition is “activities which assess speed of
accomplishing a specific task (skills, agility, cleverness, etc.). The type of competitions included in this
study is competitions organized by universities or other institutions which specifically target students.
Some examples of the competitions addressed in this research are include debate, scientific writing,
quiz, design, data analysis, scientific research, education media and sports.

Participants

The research used an online quantitative cross-sectional approach. The participants were recruited
using non-probability sampling (Gravetter & Forzano, 2018).This technique was appropriate in
this study because it applies specific inclusion criteria, and thus it was crucial for researchers to
conveniently obtain a sample that met the criteria (Vehovar et al., 2016).Inclusion criteria were: 1)
being an undergraduate/diploma student; 2) has represented the university or faculty in competitions
more than twice during the course of their studies in the same competition field; and 3) has experienced
failure or obtaining negative outcomes in contrast to targets of competition as mentioned in point 2.

Two hundred and four participants were recruited through an online survey Google Forms by first
asking for their consent in the informed consent section before filling out the scales. The generated
link was shared through social media, such as Instagram, and personal chat from line, student groups,
competition groups and groups of student competitors. The age range was 18-25 years old with a
majority of the participants being 21 years of age (42.64%). There were 36.76% male participants,
62.75% were female, and 0.49% were not identified. Students were from several disciplines; 25.98%
were students of Faculty of Psychology, and the remaining were from 31 other Faculties, including Law,
Politics, Economics, Engineering and so forth. Majority of participants were from Universitas Gadjah
Mada (55.39%), and the remaining came from 33 other universities, such as Universitas Indonesia,
Universitas Negeri Yogyakarta, Universitas Padjajaran, Universitas Islam Indonesia and so forth.
Majority of the participants were from the Special Region of Yogyakarta (63.14%) and the remaining
were from 20 other regions in Indonesia.

Data collection procedure

The study obtained an ethical approval from the Ethic Committee of Faculty Psychology UGM in
31st of August 2020. Before proceeding with data collection, we conducted a pilot study with 81
participants to evaluate the psychological scales used in this study. The scales were further assessed
by three experts to establish content validity. Based on results of the pilot study and expert validation,
the scales have met the criteria of content validity and sufficient standards from a psychometrical
perspective.

There were four instruments used in this research, each of the scale is described in turn:

1. Dispositional optimism scale The Dispositional Optimism Scale was adapted from the Optimism
Scale (α =0.93; Brazil, α =0.85) (“Optimism scale: Evidence of psychometric validity in two countries
and correlations with personality”, 2018) and had been translated to Indonesian. The scale
measured dispositional optimism with a single dimension consisting of eight favorable items which
used a five-point Likert scale format (1=strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree) (Azwar, 1999).
The higher score on favorable items indicated higher dispositional optimism, and vice versa. A
sample of an item from this scale was “I believe that I will achieve my main goal”. Based on the pilot
study, this scale had a reliability of α =0.800.
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2. Counterfactual thinking scale. The scale used to measure counterfactual thinking was the modified
version of Counterfactual Thinking for Negative Event Scale (CTNES; α =0.73-0.84) (Rye et al., 2008).
The items were adapted to the context of student competitions and translated to Indonesian. The
scale was divided into two sub-scales namely the Upward and Downward scale. The Upward
Counterfactual Thinking Scale measured three aspects of the upward counterfactual thinking style,
namely upward other referent, upward self-referent, and upward non-referent. Each aspect of the
subscale consists of four items which used a five-point Likert response format (1=strongly disagree
and 5 = strongly agree) (Azwar, 1999). The higher the score, the higher the counterfactual thinking
and vice versa. A sample of the item is “I imagined that the results of the competition was better
than what actually played out.” Based on the pilot study, the internal consistency reliability was α
=0.874. The Downward Counterfactual Scale measured one aspect of the upward counterfactual
thinking aspect, namely the downward non-referent aspect. The scale consisted of four items with
a five-point Likert format (1=strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree) (Azwar, 1999). The higher
the score, the higher the downward counterfactual thinking. A sample of this scale is “I feel lucky
when thinking of worse competition outcomes”. Based on the pilot study, this scale had an internal
consistency reliability of α =0.874.

3. Persistence The scale used to measure persistence was the Persistence Scale modified from the
Motivational Persistence Scale (α =0.79) (Constantin et al., 2012). The scale was adapted for the
context of the current study and translated into Indonesian. The Persistence Scale measured three
aspects of persistence, such as long-term purposes pursuing (LTPP), current purposes pursuing
(CPP) and recurrence of unattained purposes (RUP) with each aspect constituting a sub-scale.
Each subscale consisted of four items with a five-point Likert format (1=strongly disagree and 5
= strongly agree) (Azwar, 1999). The higher the score for each sub-scale, the higher the level of
persistence, and vice versa. A sample item for this scale is “I am still motivated although preparation
for the competition can take a very long time”. Based on the pilot study, this scale had an internal
consistency reliability of α =0.816.

Analysis

The current study employed descriptive and inferential statistics using IBM SPSS 22. Test of
assumptions were also conducted consisting of tests for normality, linearity, multicollinearity, and
inter-correlation between variables. The hypothesis was tested using multiple regression.

Results

The results of the descriptive analyses, tests of assumption, and hypothesis tests, using multiple
linear regression are presented in the following section. Analysis of descriptive statistics are presented
in Table 1.

Table 1
Data descriptive

Variable N Min Max M SD
Dispositional Optimism 204 10 40 32.51 5.044
Upward Counterfactual Thinking 204 12 57 37.46 8.895
Downward Counterfactual Thinking 204 4 20 11.57 3.636
Persistence 204 30 60 49.00 6.525

Categorization of the four variables are presented in Table 2 to Table 5. Below are the categorization
of the variable dispositional optimism (See Table 2).
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Table 2
Categorization of Dispositional Optimism

Range Category Frequency (%)
37<X High 28 13.7

27<X<37 Medium 148 72.6
X<27 Low 28 13.7

Total 204 100

Based on categorization of the data in Table 2, we can see that dispositional optimism levels were
mostly in the medium category (72.6%).

Table 3
Categorization of Data of Upward Counterfactual Thinking

Range Category Frequency (%)
46<X High 32 15.7

28<X<46 Medium 137 67.2
X<28 Low 35 17.1

Total 204 100

Based on the categorization of the data in Table 5, we can see that persistence levels were mostly on
the mild category (67.2%).

Table 4
Categorization of Data of Downward Counterfactual Thinking

Range Category Frequency (%)
15<X High 26 12.7

7<X<15 Medium 144 70.6
X<15 Low 34 16.7

Total 204 100

Based on the categorization of the data in Table 4, we can see that downward counterfactual thinking
levels are mostly on the medium category (70.6%).

Table 5
Categorization of Data of Persistence

Range Category Frequency (%)
55<X High 35 17.2

42<X<55 Medium 132 64.7
X<42 Low 37 18.1

Total 204 100

Furthermore, we conducted a test of the inter-correlation matrix which aimed to identify
relationships between the independent and the dependent variable, one of the requirements of
regression. If it was found that one or both of the independent variables were not related with the
dependent variable (p>0.05), therefore the model would not meet the requirements of regression, and
therefore the independent variable(s) in question can be eliminated from the model. The results of
the inter-correlations between the independent and dependent variables showed that dispositional
optimism (r=0.55; p<0.05) and upward counterfactual thinking (r=0.27; p<0.05) were correlated
with persistence, while downward counterfactual thinking was not correlated with persistence
(r=0.07; p>0.05). Downward counterfactual thinking was potentially not an effective predictor,
will be eliminated when performing stepwise regression analysis. The stepwise method was used
to automatically eliminate variables which did not correlate with the dependent variable when
performing the regression analyses. A complete presentation of the analyses can be seen in the Table 6
below.
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Table 6
Inter-correlation Matrix

Dispositional
Optimism

Upward
Counterfactual
Thinking

Downward
Counterfactual
Thinking

Persistence

Dispositional
Optimism 1

Upward
Counterfactual
Thinking

-0.039 1

Downward
Counterfactual
Thinking

0.111 0.256** 1

Persistence 0.550** 0.275** 0.073 1

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)

Linearity tests were used to verify the assumption that the independent variable and the dependent
variable have a linear relationship (Ghozali, 2016). Both variables were assumed to have a linear
relationship when the F coefficient of linearity were significant (p<.0.05) (Santoso, 2015). The test of
linearity showed that dispositional optimism (F=89.39; p<0.05) and upward counterfactual thinking
(F=17.06; p<0.05) both had a linear relationship with persistence. The results are presented in Table 7.

Table 7
Test of Linearity

Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Dispositional Optimism
*
Persistence

Linearity 2618.39 1 2618.39 89.39 0.000

Upward Counterfactual
Thinking
*
Persistence

Linearity 652.231 1 652.231 17.061 0.000

Normality testing for residuals was conducted to observe whether the residuals in the regression
model were distributed normally (Hendry, 2019). The test showed that the residuals were normally
distributed (KSZ=0.038; p>0.05). Furthermore, we conducted a multi-collinearity test to observe
whether the independent variables were related. Multicollinearity occurs when the VIF > 10 with a
tolerance value of < 0.1 (Zainodin et al., 2011). The results of the analysis showed that multicollinearity
was not evident among dispositional optimism and upward counterfactual thinking.

The hypothesis test used multiple regression analysis to understand the role of dispositional
optimism and upward counterfactual thinking in predicting persistence. Downward counterfactual
thinking was not included in the analysis using the stepwise method because it was not correlated
with persistence. The results of the analysis are presented in Table 8 and Table 9.

Table 8
ANOVA

Model R2 F Sig. F Change p
Dispositional
Optimism, Upward
Counterfactual Thinking

0.391 64.473 28.989 < 0.01
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Based on Table 8, R2 for both variables was 0.391, which implied that dispositional optimism and
counterfactual thinking played a role on persistence as large as 39.1% with a (p) <0.01.

Table 9
Multiple Linear Regression Analysis

Model B T p Zero order
(Constant)
Dispositional
Optimism, Upward
Counterfactual
Thinking

17.220
0.727

0.218

6.065
10.200

5.384

<0.01
<0.01

<0.01

0.550

0.275

The following is the regression equation: Y=17.220 + 0.727 X1 + 0.218 X2
Note: Y = persistence

X1 = Dispositional optimism
X2 = Upward counterfactual thinking

From the regression equation we can interpret this as an increase of 1 point of dispositional
optimism leads to an increased persistence as large as 0.727 and each addition of one point of upward
counterfactual thinking would lead to an increase of persistence as large as 0.218. When both variables
are absent, the value of persistence is 17.220. The regression equation also explains the size of each of
the coefficients of the independent variables in predicting the dependent variable.

The results of the analysis showed that dispositional optimism and upward counterfactual
thinking can explain 39.1% variance of persistence and that the remaining variance can be explained
by other variables beyond those studied in this research. To understand the contribution of each
independent variable we calculated the beta coefficients of the zero-order correlation for each
independent variable. We found that the regression model was dominated by the dispositional
optimism variable with a coefficient of determination of 30.8% while upward counterfactual thinking
was as large as 8.1%.

The hypothesis test showed that only dispositional optimism and upward counterfactual thinking
play a role in student persistence, while downward counterfactual thinking does not. Thus, we
conclude that the hypothesis was rejected.

The researcher also conducted an independent sample’s t-test to know the average difference of
dispositional optimism, counterfactual thinking and persistence based on gender. The tests found that
there were no significant differences between the average scores of dispositional optimism (t=-1.41;
p>0.05) among females (M=32.13) and males (M=33.16). The average scores for upward counterfactual
thinking among female students (M=36.86) and male students (M=38.46) were also not significantly
different (t=-1.24; p>0.05). In line with these findings, no significant differences between persistence
scores were found between (t=-1.21; p>0.05) male (M=48.58) and female students (M=49.72). The
results of the analyses are presented in the table below.
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Table 10
Independent Sample’s T-test based on Gender

Variable Gender M t p

Dispositional Optimism
Female
Male

32.13
33.16 -1.418 0.158

Upward Counterfactual Thinking
Female
Male

36.86
38.46 -1.245 0.215

Persistence
Female
Male

48.58
49.72 -1.214 0.226

Discussion

This study was conducted to understand the role of dispositional optimism, upward and
downward counterfactual thinking on persistence among student competitors. The results of
the analysis showed that dispositional optimism and upward counterfactual thinking correlated
simultaneously with persistence among student competitors, with dispositional optimism having a
larger role compared to upward counterfactual thinking. Downward counterfactual thinking was not
found to have a relationship with persistence among student competitors, and so this variable was not
included in the regression analysis.

Reflection of obstacles when achieving goals may be the reason why dispositional optimism plays a
significant role in predicting persistence among student competitors. Optimistic individuals view that
their desired goal would be achieved in the future, and therefore the obstacles they encounter increase
persistence in achieving their goal. Conversely, low optimism would prevent the sufficient hope that
is needed to achieve their goals, and therefore drawbacks may lead individuals to either avoid or let
go of their goals altogether (Jenaabadi et al., 2015; Segerstrom, 2007). This was supported by previous
research concerning the role of optimism toward persistence which was moderated by thinking styles
(Adomako et al., 2016). In addition, research conducted by (Tenney et al., 2015) showed that optimism
directly affected persistence as shown in the present research. In the academic context, research from
Carver et al. (2010) also showed that optimism had a positive association with persistence while
Icekson et al. (2014) showed that optimism stimulated persistence in achieving goals.

The second mode, namely evaluation, refers to simulations concerning alternatives towards reality
which compares with the actual event (Markman & McMullen, 2003). REM suggests different mental
simulations when a person engages in counterfactual thinking and that this affects the consequence of
the counterfactual thinking. The first mode is reflection, which concerns simulations of alternatives
toward reality without comparing with the actual event. The second mode, namely evaluations,
refers to simulations concerning alternatives towards reality which compares with the actual event
(Markman & Mcmullen, 2006).

Reflection and evaluation are composed of upward evaluation and upward reflection. Upward
evaluation (UE) concerns counterfactual thoughts that simulates better outcomes by comparing with
an actual event, for example "If only I listened to what the coach/friend/family said, the results of the
competition would have been better". (Item no.11). Upward reflection (UR) concerns counterfactual
thinking that simulates better outcomes without comparing with any event, for example a runner up
winner states “I imagined that the results would be better than this” (item number 8). The function of
REM in counterfactual thinking can result in different feelings which can affect persistence. Positive
feelings increase persistence in pleasant tasks although it can reduce persistence in achieving goals.
Meanwhile, negative feelings can increase persistence in making achievements however it can reduce
persistence in pleasant tasks (Markman et al., 2008). The presence of comparison of better outcomes
among upward counterfactual thinking leads to negative feelings. These negative feelings can increase
persistence in making achievement. Such dynamics explain why upward counterfactual thinking
significantly plays a role in student persistence among student competitors which was shown in our
research.
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Furthermore, the role of upward counterfactual thinking toward student competitor persistence
can be explained by Regulatory Focus Theory. Based on Regulatory Focus Theory, there were two
consequences from counterfactual thinking, namely promotion framing and prevention framing. A
person with a promotion framing orientation focuses on growth, progress, and achievement, and so
they sought strategies to achieve their desired goals. Meanwhile, a person with a prevention framing
orientation focuses on protection, security, and responsibility and thus conducts strategies that avoid
undesirable outcomes (Higgins, 2012).

Upward counterfactual thinking generally consists of upward reflection (UR) and upward
evaluation (UE) and both have been proven to increase persistence in promotion framing. This occurs
because upward counterfactual thinking generally triggers development of plans oriented toward
achievement by simulating better outcomes. Meanwhile, upward evaluative counterfactual thinking
specifically increases persistence in prevention framing. This is because there is focus on UE on a
person’s continuity in pursuing their goals by simulating other possibilities with better outcomes and
prevention of undesired outcomes when reflecting on the actual course of events. Within the context
of this research, goal attainment was indicated by the results of a competition which explained why
upward counterfactual thinking plays a significant role on persistence of student competitors. The
relationship between upward counterfactual thinking and persistence was supported by experimental
work by Markman and Mcmullen (2006). Markman and Mcmullen (2006) and Roese and Epstude
(2017) suggested that people who engage in upward reflective counterfactual thinking and upward
evaluative thinking have high persistence.

Although dispositional optimism and upward counterfactual thinking both have a significant
effect on persistence, the contribution of dispositional optimism was larger compared to upward
counterfactual thinking. This can be explained by the presence of characteristics of upward
counterfactual thinking that leads to negative feelings. Such negative feelings are like a double-edged
sword: It may increase persistence through promotion framing by upward counterfactual thinking
comprehensively as well as prevention framing by upward evaluation counterfactual thinking.
However, negative feelings can also lead to reduced persistence toward the tasks (Steinberg et al., 2013).
In addition, negative feelings that increase continuously as a result of comparison with better outcomes
and a person’s inability to separate from negative situations can lead to depression (Broomhall et al.,
2017).

The final independent variable, downward counterfactual thinking, was not included in the
regression analyses because it did not have a significant role toward student competitors’ persistence.
Similar to upward counterfactual thinking, the Reflection and Evaluation Model (REM), also explains
why there was no significant effect of downward counterfactual thinking on persistence. The REM
model divides downward counterfactual thinking into two functions, namely downward evaluation
and downward reflection. Downward evaluation (DE) refers to counterfactual thinking that simulates
worse outcomes by using simulations as a comparison of reality for example "I feel relieved when
imagining worse outcomes" (item number 5). Such simulations cause a person to feel content with the
status quo and so leads to positive feelings. Finally downward reflection (DR), concerns counterfactual
thinking that simulates worse outcome without making any comparisons for example "I imagined
that the result would be way worse than what actually occurred" (Item number 1). Such simulations may
lead a person to feel that worse outcomes may have occurred which would lead to negative feelings.
Similar to upward counterfactual thinking, play a role in persistence. Positive feelings elicited by DE
reduce persistence in achieving goals. While negative feelings elicited by DR increase persistence in
achieving goals (Markman & McMullen, 2003; Markman & Mcmullen, 2006; Roese & Epstude, 2017)
such findings were not supported in the current research.

In addition, based on Regulatory Focus Theory, downward reflection was proved to increase
persistence through prevention framing. This occurs because of simulations of negative outcomes that
can occur when engaging in DR counterfactual thinking which leads to motivations to be cautious and
plans to avoid undesirable possibilities. Meanwhile, DE, becomes one of the types of counterfactual
thoughts which does not increase persistence because of comparisons between reality and possible
worse outcomes that may occur. This may lead a person to feel content with the status quo and
therefore not motivated to achieve a better set of outcomes or may avoid situations which may lead to
worse outcomes.
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Despite these findings, the results of the research showed that downward counterfactual
thinking—consisting of DE and DR—does not significantly play a role in persistence. The divergent
findings with past studies may have been caused by different study designs. Previous research
used an experimental design, while this research used a correlational survey design. The scale
which was used namely the Downward Counterfactual Thinking Scale may have not represented
the DR Counterfactual thinking since it only consisted of 1 item. In addition, other items in the
scale consisted of DE counterfactual thinking style, which was conceptually not shown to increase
persistence. This explains why the variables of downward counterfactual thinking did not have any
effect on persistence.

Additional analyses showed that there were no differences between male and female student
competitors in their dispositional optimism, counterfactual thinking, and persistence. Concerning
persistence among male and female students, this finding was inconsistent with other findings
concerning one determinant of persistence, namely motivation for achievement. Males have been
shown to have higher motivation to achievement in non-academic settings compared to female
students, while females had higher motivation to make achievements in academic activities than male
students (A. J. Martin, 2004; Shekhar & Devi, 2012). However, there are other research that found no
significant differences of motivation of achievement among male and female students (Sarangi, 2015).
which support the current research. The absence of gender difference may be associated with the
inclusion characteristics of the participants as students who have participated in a competition at least
twice and have experienced a defeat in the competition. The two criteria were very specific and people
with these characteristics in general have a high need for achievement. Since need for achievement
becomes one of the factors of persistence (Jabeen & Ahmad, 2013) this explains why participants in
general had the same levels of persistence and it was not affected by gender.

Concerning dispositional optimism, the findings were also different from other research which
found that males had higher levels of optimism compared to females (Bjuggren & Elert, 2019).
Conversely, other findings showed that the level of optimism for women was higher than for men
(Bastianello et al., 2014; Colby & Shifren, 2013; Orejudo et al., 2012). In line with this research, past
research conducted by (Johnson, 2018) also showed that there was no significant difference of optimism
between men and women. This can be explained by the changing roles and stereotypes towards
gender among Y generation, who were the majority of the participants in this research. Conceptually,
the Y generations are more open, confident, and persistent in meeting their life needs (C. A. Martin,
2005), have less restrictive gender role as compared to past generations, and have more self-esteem
and optimism when interacting with other humans, and thus optimism was no longer constrained by
gender (Orejudo et al., 2012).

Finally, concerning upward counterfactual thinking, the literature review showed that there was
no study that discusses differences in terms of upward counterfactual thinking according to gender.
Therefore, the findings of this research serve as a novel contribution for new theory that opens new
avenues for research.

Conclusion

This research examined the role of dispositional optimism, upward counterfactual thinking,
and downward counterfactual thinking on persistence among student competitors. Three novel
contributions were made; namely this research is the first to study persistence within the context
of student competition, using a correlational approach to measure the role of optimism toward
persistence and in the real context, as well as combine the role of dispositional optimism, upward
counterfactual thinking, and downward counterfactual thinking toward persistence. The researcher
concludes that dispositional optimism and upward counterfactual thinking simultaneously play a role
in predicting persistence, while downward counterfactual thinking was not proven to have an effect
on persistence.

Two implications arise from this research. First, theoretically, the findings are expected to give a
contribution to the study of social psychology concerning dispositional optimism among students and
counterfactual thinking following a defeat in a competition. Second, in a practical sense, the findings
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can be used for student competitors and their trainers. For student competitors, the results are expected
to help improve persistence by forming dispositional optimism and upward counterfactual thinking,
for example sharing experiences with seniors or with other student competitors, particularly for
students who are successful. Student competitors are expected to give feedback and support to as well
as comparison to a better situation between each other. For the trainer, this can be made as a discourse
to help improve student persistence when guiding students by forming dispositional optimism and
upward counterfactual thinking, as an example telling success stories. There were four limitations
from the current research that may benefit future research. First, in contrast from past research, the
results showed that downward counterfactual thinking does not play a role in persistence and so future
research should evaluate the measure of downward counterfactual thinking. Future research should
also involve representative participants and investigate other important variables to understand the
factors beyond the ones analysed in this research which may have a larger effect on persistence.
Second, in this research, the role of counterfactual thinking was studied using a survey approach,
not an experimental approach, and so we cannot determine with certainty whether the effects of the
independent variables on persistence were causal. Therefore, future research investigating the role of
counterfactual thinking on persistence may try to use an experimental approach. Finally, no studies
exist concerning the total number of competitions that are followed and its relation to persistence which
can become an opportunity for future research to investigate with greater depth.

Recommendation

Based on the findings of this study, the research recommends that student competitors should increase
their optimism by developing positive thoughts concerning future competitions, as well as form
upward counterfactual thinking by thinking of better outcomes in subsequent competitions. The
trainers are advised to form an atmosphere that supports optimism and helps students to develop
upward counterfactual thinking.
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