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Objective: Learned helplessness is a psychological state where an individual feels a lack of
control over negative outcomes. The present study aimed to investigate and explain the
moderating role of problem-focused coping style in the relationship between perfectionism and
learned helplessness.

Methodology: This was a descriptive-correlational study based on Structural Equation
Modeling (SEM). The statistical population included all second-grade high school students in
Darab county during the 2022—-2023 academic year. A sample size of 338 individuals (148 boys
and 190 girls) was selected using multi-stage cluster random sampling. Participants completed
the Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (Frost et al., 1990), the Learned Helplessness
Questionnaire (Quinless & Nelson, 1988), and the Coping Strategies Questionnaire (Billings &
Moos, 1981). Hypotheses were tested via Structural Equation Modeling.

Findings: The results indicated that a problem-focused coping style plays a negative moderating
role in the relationship between perfectionism and learned helplessness. The direct path from
perfectionism to learned helplessness was significant and positive (Standardized Regression
Coefficient = 0.66, t = 16.85). The interaction effect of perfectionism and problem-focused
coping style on learned helplessness was also significant and negative (Standardized Regression
Coefficient = -0.11, t = -2.99).

Conclusion: Perfectionism increases the likelihood of learned helplessness, while a problem-
focused coping style has a protective role and improves the management of extreme standards.
These findings can guide the design of preventive and educational interventions in schools to
prevent helplessness and emotional inefficiency.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Perfectionism is a multidimensional personality trait with profound implications for mental health,
motivation, and psychological adjustment (Flett et al., 2022; Smith et al., 2022). It is characterized by setting
excessively high standards, striving for flawlessness, and engaging in critical self-evaluation (Frost et al.,
1990). Researchers commonly distinguish between adaptive and maladaptive forms of perfectionism
(Stumpf & Parker, 2000; Terry-Short et al., 1995). Adaptive perfectionism is typically associated with goal-
directed behavior, persistence, and personal growth, whereas maladaptive perfectionism correlates with
fear of failure, concern about external evaluation, self-criticism, and heightened negative affect (Firoozi et
al., 2016; Simon et al., 2025).

Accumulating evidence indicates that maladaptive perfectionism is positively associated with
depression, anxiety, and learned helplessness (Enns & Cox, 2002; Hill et al., 1997; Mirzairad et al., 2016).
According to Seligman’s (1975) classical theory, learned helplessness develops when individuals perceive
negative events as uncontrollable and stable, leading to diminished motivation to engage in future
challenges (Seligman, 1975). Adolescents exhibiting maladaptive perfectionism, particularly those with
socially prescribed or other-oriented tendencies, are prone to interpreting failure as indicative of enduring
personal inadequacy, thereby increasing vulnerability to helplessness (Choudhary et al., 2023; Hewitt et al.,
2020).

Coping strategies are central in shaping these outcomes. Carver and Scheier’s (1981) self-
regulation framework posits that psychological consequences of discrepancies between current
performance and internal standards are influenced by individuals’ coping responses (Carver & Scheier, 1981).
Problem-focused coping enhances perceived control and is generally associated with positive adjustment
(Huetal., 2022; Luetal., 2024), whereas emotion-focused or avoidant coping increases the risk of helplessness
and depressive symptoms (Choudhary et al., 2023; Huang et al., 2019). Recent research further suggests that
coping may function as a mediator or moderator in the relationship between perfectionism and
maladaptive outcomes (Abdollahi & Carlbring, 2017; Sorrenti et al., 2024).

Given the heightened academic demands, parental expectations, and identity development in
adolescence, examining the mechanisms contributing to learned helplessness in students is particularly
critical. Accordingly, the present study aimed to investigate the moderating role of problem-focused
coping in the relationship between perfectionism and learned helplessness.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural equation modeling (SEM).
The conceptual model was tested via Partial Least Squares SEM (PLS-SEM) using SmartPLS 4. The target
population included all high-school students (grades 10-12) in Darab during the 2022-2023 academic
year. Based on Krejcie and Morgan’s (1970) table, 370 questionnaires were distributed to account for
potential attrition.

A multistage cluster random sampling approach was employed: 20 schools (10 boys’ and 10 girls’
schools) were randomly selected, followed by random selection of several classes from each school, with
all students in the selected classes invited to participate. Inclusion criteria comprised enrollment in high
school and provision of informed consent. Exclusion criteria included missing more than 10% of



questionnaire items, inconsistent responding, or documented psychological difficulties reported by parents
or school staff. After screening, 338 valid questionnaires were retained for analysis.

Standardized and validated instruments were administered to measure perfectionism, learned
helplessness, and coping strategies, ensuring construct reliability and validity.

Findings

Data from 338 students (148 boys and 190 girls) were analyzed. Minor gender imbalance arose
from exclusion of incomplete questionnaires. Grade-level distribution was relatively even: 37.3% tenth-
graders, 34% eleventh-graders, and 28.7% twelfth-graders. Descriptive analyses revealed significant
positive correlations between maladaptive perfectionism components (e.g., doubts about actions, socially
prescribed expectations, self-criticism) and learned helplessness. Conversely, problem-focused coping
exhibited a significant negative association with learned helplessness, highlighting its protective role.

All assumptions for PLS-SEM were satisfied. In the structural model, perfectionism served as the
exogenous Vvariable, problem-focused coping as the moderator, and learned helplessness as the
endogenous variable. A significant positive direct effect of perfectionism on learned helplessness was
observed (B = 0.66, t = 16.85). The interaction effect between perfectionism and problem-focused coping
was significant and negative (B = -0.11, t = 2.99), indicating that higher problem-focused coping
attenuates the impact of perfectionism on helplessness. Model fit indices (R2, NFI, SRMR) were within
acceptable ranges, and Q2 values confirmed satisfactory predictive relevance.

Reliability and validity metrics—including Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, and AVE—
demonstrated adequate convergent validity and internal consistency for all constructs. Interaction plots
indicated that while perfectionism increased helplessness at all levels of coping, students with stronger
problem-focused coping exhibited notably smaller increases.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that maladaptive perfectionism constitutes a risk factor for learned
helplessness, consistent with prior research. Excessively high standards, fear of errors, and internal-stable
attributions for failure amplify feelings of inadequacy and loss of control, fostering helplessness. In
contrast, problem-focused coping emerged as a significant moderator, mitigating these negative effects.
Engagement in active strategies such as planning, problem-solving, and situation modification enhances
perceived control and prevents maladaptive attributions.

These results align with Carver and Scheier’s self-regulation theory: problem-focused coping
supports ongoing behavioral regulation, prevents disengagement following failure, and reduces the
likelihood of learned helplessness. Overall, while perfectionism increases vulnerability to helplessness,
problem-focused coping serves as a protective factor, promoting resilience and adaptive functioning.

Nevertheless, interpretations should consider study limitations, including the correlational design
and reliance on self-report measures. Future research should employ longitudinal and mixed-method
approaches to further elucidate causal pathways. Practically, the findings underscore the importance of
teaching problem-solving and cognitive restructuring skills to perfectionistic adolescents, as well as
guiding them toward flexible, process-oriented goals to prevent helplessness and emotional
maladjustment.
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