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Abstract

The purpose of the current research was to investigate the relationship between
perceived stress and striving for superiority with the mediating role of hope in
university entrance exam students. For this purpose, in a correlational
descriptive method, 386 university entrance exam students were selected
through Cochran's formula and through available and voluntary sampling. The
participants filled out the perceived stress questionnaires (Cohen et al., 1983),
the hope questionnaire (Snyder et al., 1991), the need questionnaire (Steers,
Porter, 1979) and the striving for superiority in the university entrance exam.
Spearman’s correlation and structural modeling were used for data analysis. The
innovation of this research was to use the variable of striving for superiority,
because the entrance exam leads students to be superior to others. The results
showed that there was an inverse and significant relationship between the
variables of perceived stress and hope, and perceived stress and striving for
superiority. Also, there was a positive and significant relationship between the
variables of hope and striving for superiority. In addition, hope mediated the
relationship between perceived stress and striving for superiority. Therefore, it
can be said that striving for superiority can affect perceived stress directly as
well as indirectly through the variable of hope.
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Introduction

Students all over the world, like in Iran, compete to enter top
universities. Because attending top universities guarantees better
opportunities, jobs, and income in the future. Iranian students face the
entrance exam as a barrier to entering university. Due to the very
important role it plays in the fate of students, the exam often causes a
lot of stress in the individual.

According to the APA, stress is one of the most common disorders
in adolescents. In fact, stress is an innate physiological or emotional
reaction that helps to anticipate challenges or respond to dangerous
situations in stressful situations.

According to this definition, if we consider the entrance exam as a
stressful event, most entrance exam students, despite the great stress
they experience, try to achieve a better result in the exam and do not
lose hope. In fact, hope is the ability of an individual to imagine a future
in which he is willing to participate. Hope is a positive state of mind
that helps a student to set clear goals for himself and try different ways
to achieve a bright future.

Hope makes people continue to strive for better and superior things.
Striving for superiority was one of the important concepts of Adler's
theory. According to Adler's theory, people strive to achieve perfection
and the motivation behind this effort is the weaknesses and the universal
feeling of inferiority that the individual feels.

Literature Review

There has been much research on the relationship between stress and
hope. For example, Wang et al. (2022), Zhang et al. (2022), Zhang et
al. (2021), Sucan (2019), Abdollahi et al. (2019), Gustafsson et al.
(2013), and Folkman (2012) all emphasized the inverse relationship
between stress and hope.

Gallagher et al. (2021) believed that hope is a cognitive trait that
predicts both happiness and recovery from anxiety and stress-related
disorders. In a study called Examining the Longitudinal Effects and
Potential Mechanisms of Hope on COVID-19 Stress, Anxiety, and
Well-being, they concluded that high levels of hope were strongly
associated with well-being and perceived emotional control, but hope
was indirectly associated with reduced COVID-19 anxiety and stress.

In a study called The Potential Protective Effect of Hope on
Students’ Experience of Perceived Stress and Burnout during Medical
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School, Duncan and Hellman (2020) concluded that high levels of hope
were associated with low levels of stress and burnout by administering
an online questionnaire to 329 first- to fourth-year medical students.

Methodology

The present study is a descriptive correlational study. The population
of this study included all students who volunteered to take the entrance
exam for university and lived in Tehran in 1401-1402. In this study, in
order to obtain a sample from the target population, a non-random and
accessible sampling method was used. Based on the Cochran formula
in an unlimited population, 384 students were needed to conduct this
study. The entry criteria for this study were initially informed consent
of the participants, living in Tehran, and being a student taking the
entrance exam in the age range of 16 to 20 years.

All the participants filled out the perceived stress questionnaires
(Cohen et al., 1983), the hope questionnaire (Snyder et al., 1991), the
need questionnaire (Steers, Porter, 1979) and the striving for superiority
in the university entrance exam. In this study, a questionnaire was
needed that specifically examined the effort to excel in the entrance
exam, but since no such questionnaire was found, 6 questions were
designed based on the background and studies conducted and in
consultation with professors in this field. The scoring of these questions
was in the form of a 5-point Likert scale (I completely disagree, score
1 to | completely agree, score 5) and the fifth question was reverse
scored. Cronbach's alpha was used to examine the reliability of these
questions, and its value was 0.864, which means adequate reliability.

To conduct this research, schools and educational institutions for
girls and boys available in Tehran were initially visited. In addition, an
electronic link to the questionnaire along with a complete explanation
of the research was posted on social media (Instagram, Twitter, and
Telegram). Efforts were made to ensure that the information of the
volunteers remained completely confidential and anonymous at all
stages. Ultimately, 400 questionnaires were obtained, of which 386
were registered by deleting a number of them due to reasons such as
incomplete completion of the questionnaire. In this research, which is a
structural equation modeling type, data analysis was conducted in
several parts. 1) Data analysis using descriptive statistics, indicators
such as frequency, mean, and standard deviation; 2) Data analysis using
inferential statistics such as correlation, both of which were conducted
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using SPSS-26 software. Then, measurement models, structural model,
and general model were examined using SMART PLS-4 software.

Results

According to Table 1, the correlation between the variables is
significant at the 99% confidence level (0=0.01), and there is an inverse
relationship between the variables stress and striving for superiority,
and stress and hope, and a direct relationship between the variable hope
and striving for superiority.

Table 1. Correlation between variables

Factor Stress Strive Hope
Stress 1 -0.493 -0.675
Strive -0.493 1 0.518
Hope -0.675 0.518 1

The research model, designed using SMART PLS-4 software, is shown
in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Standardized regression coefficients of the research model
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The adjusted coefficient of determination for striving for superiority
is 0.376, which means that the research variables describe 37.6% of the
striving for superiority variable. The Q2 index value for the hope
variable was 0.474, which indicates a strong predictive power of this
variable. Also, the Q2 index value for the striving for superiority
variable was 0.263, which indicates a higher-than-average predictive
power. The value of the SRMR index in this study was 0.026, which
indicates a good fit of the model in question. The value of the NFI index
in this study was 0.977, so the fit of the mentioned model is also
confirmed according to this index. To examine the role of hope as a
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mediator in the relationship between stress and striving for superiority,
the coefficient of the indirect effect of stress on striving for superiority
was calculated, and the value of this coefficient was -0.32 and its T-
value was 6.866. Therefore, its significance is confirmed at the 0.05
error level. As a result, it can be said that hope plays a mediating role
in the relationship between stress and striving for superiority. On the
other hand, since all the paths of the proposed model are significant, the
mediation of hope is of the partial mediator type.

Conclusion

The results indicate that there is an inverse relationship between the
stress variable and striving for superiority, as well as between the stress
variable and hope, but there is a direct relationship between striving for
superiority and hope. Hope also played a mediating role in the
relationship between stress and striving for superiority.

Many studies have examined the effect of various variables on stress
and hope. For example, the studies of Zhang et al. (2022), Sucan (2019),
Taheri and Falaverjani (2019), and Abdollahi et al. (2019) are in line
with the present study.

Adler (1927) believed that striving for superiority is a natural human
desire to move from a perceived negative situation to a perceived
positive situation; Bae (2023) states that a person's perception of a
stimulus affects the level of stress, as a result, since striving for
superiority moves a person's perception in a positive direction, it
ultimately controls and reduces perceived stress.

According to the findings, the relationship between the two variables
stress and hope and stress and striving for superiority is stronger in girls
than in boys. In addition, the results indicated that the relationship
between hope and striving for excellence is stronger in girls than in
boys.
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