
From intolerance of uncertainty to action crisis: The mediating role of goal self-efficacy 

EWOP in Practice, 2025, Volume 19, Issue 2, 179–201. https://doi.org/10.21825/ewopinpractice.91660 179 

 

MICHAELA MUCHOVÁ 

Department of Psychology, Faculty of Arts,  

Pavol Jozef Šafárik University in Košice, Slovakia 

michaela.muchova@student.upjs.sk 

ESTER NOSÁĽOVÁ 

Department of Psychology, Faculty of Arts,  

Pavol Jozef Šafárik University in Košice, Slovakia 

From intolerance of uncertainty to action 

crisis: The mediating role of goal self-

efficacy 

EMPIRICAL PAPER 

Michaela Muchová and Ester Nosáľová 

https://doi.org/10.21825/ewopinpractice.91660
mailto:michaela.muchova@student.upjs.sk


From intolerance of uncertainty to action crisis: The mediating role of goal self-efficacy 

EWOP in Practice, 2025, Volume 19, Issue 2, 179–201. https://doi.org/10.21825/ewopinpractice.91660 180 

About the authors 

Michaela Muchová is in the final year of her PhD studies at Pavol Jozef Šafárik University, 

specialising in attitudes toward uncertainty and goal-related behaviour in young adults. Her 

research examines how young people cope with uncertainty in their pursuit of personal and 

professional aspirations. She has also been involved in workshops that help students handle 

stressful situations and manage them effectively in the context of reaching personal and 

professional goals. 

Ester Nosáľová recently completed her PhD at Pavol Jozef Šafárik University, focusing on 

career decision-making and goal pursuit. Her research explores how individuals navigate 

career choices and the factors that influence their persistence and motivation in achieving 

long-term objectives. She has actively contributed to both academic research and practical 

applications, conducting workshops for aspiring university students, offering insights into 

effective goal-setting strategies and the relationship between decision-making and 

professional success. 

 

  

https://doi.org/10.21825/ewopinpractice.91660


From intolerance of uncertainty to action crisis: The mediating role of goal self-efficacy 

EWOP in Practice, 2025, Volume 19, Issue 2, 179–201. https://doi.org/10.21825/ewopinpractice.91660 181 

Abstract 

This study examined the mediating role of goal self-efficacy in the relationship between 

components of intolerance of uncertainty (prospective and inhibitory anxiety) and action crisis 

during goal pursuit in emerging adulthood. Conducted longitudinally across three stages, the 

study employed questionnaires to assess intolerance of uncertainty in the first stage, goal self-

efficacy in the first and second stage, and action crisis in the third stage. Only participants who 

maintained the same work-related goal over two years were included, resulting in a final 

sample of 41 emerging adults (75.6% women). Data were analysed using bootstrapping (5,000 

samples, 95% confidence interval). Results indicated that goal self-efficacy was strongly and 

negatively associated with both action crisis and inhibitory anxiety. Mediation analyses 

provided partial support for the proposed model: goal self-efficacy significantly mediated the 

relationship between inhibitory anxiety and action crisis, particularly when measured 

concurrently. In contrast, the mediation effect for prospective anxiety was not significant, 

despite some individual paths being statistically meaningful. These findings suggest that the 

tendency to freeze or avoid decisions in uncertain situations (inhibitory anxiety) may 

undermine goal self-efficacy and increase vulnerability to action crisis, whereas future-

oriented worry (prospective anxiety) may not impair self-efficacy to the same extent. The study 

highlights the importance of distinguishing between components of intolerance of uncertainty 

when examining goal pursuit. Limitations include a small and predominantly female sample, 

which may affect the generalizability of results. 
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Introduction 

The goals individuals set often align with the developmental tasks, demands, and challenges 

they face in their current life stage (Nurmi et al., 2002). For instance, Vanda, a recent 

university graduate, aims to find fulfilling work, earn enough to move out of her parents’ home, 

and achieve financial independence. In emerging adulthood, entering the labour market and 

finding a job is a key developmental task (Dietrich et al., 2013; Kvasková et al., 2020; Ranta et 

al., 2014; Shulman & Nurmi, 2010; Turner et al., 2014), as young adults are expected to 

gradually transition towards financial independence and self-management (Arnett, 2014). 

Completing education and starting a career foster this independence, influencing other 

milestones such as continued education, employment, moving away from the parental home, 

and starting a family (Billari, 2001). 

Choosing meaningful goals and taking responsibility for them is integral to identity formation, 

a process central to emerging adulthood (Marttinen et al., 2016; Shulman & Nurmi, 2010). 

However, this period is also marked by heightened uncertainty, particularly related to job-

seeking and career development. Vanda, for instance, faces uncertainty about her future career 

prospects and questions her ability to succeed. Her uncertainty can undermine her goal pursuit 

in two ways, potentially leading to an action crisis. The first is a direct path: experiencing 

prolonged or intense uncertainty may cause her to contemplate whether to continue striving 

towards her goal or give up. The second is an indirect path: uncertainty may reduce her belief 

in her ability to succeed (lower her goal self-efficacy), which in turn can make obstacles feel 

overwhelming. This accumulated strain may again result in her questioning whether to persist 

or disengage from her goals. Therefore, our study aims to examine the mediating role of goal 

self-efficacy in the relationship between intolerance of uncertainty and action crisis during 

emerging adulthood. 

In the following section, we will provide an overview of the period of emerging adulthood. 

Subsequently, goals will be defined and discussed within the broader context of goal-directed 

behaviour during this life stage. Finally, the concepts of uncertainty and intolerance of 

uncertainty will be introduced. 

Emerging adulthood 

Emerging adulthood, typically spanning ages 18 to 29, is the transition period between 

adolescence and young adulthood (Arnett, 2014). During this time, individuals often 

experience a sense of “feeling in-between” as they do not fully identify as either adolescents or 

adults. A key characteristic of this phase is identity exploration, where people seek to define 

themselves and clarify their values across life domains (Arnett, 2005; Nelson & Barry, 2005; 

Wood et al., 2018). 

For instance, Vanda, a recent university graduate, no longer sees herself as an adolescent but 

does not yet feel fully adult. Her focus is on building her career and achieving financial 
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independence, aiming to secure a job aligned with her values and move out of her parents’ 

home. This self-focus aids her transition into adulthood, as emerging adults invest in personal 

and professional development (Arnett, 2005; Macek et al., 2007). 

Emerging adulthood is also marked by instability and frequent changes, which can foster 

growth but may cause discomfort (Luyckx et al., 2011; Salmela-Aro et al., 2008). Arnett (2005) 

describes this as an age of possibilities, where individuals often feel optimistic about their 

future, despite current uncertainties (Arnett, 2005; Reifman et al., 2007). Vanda, for example, 

remains hopeful about her career and independence despite the challenges she faces. 

Goals in emerging adulthood 

A widely accepted definition of a goal comes from Austin and Vancouver (1996), who describe 

it as an internal representation of a desired state, which could be an event, process, or outcome. 

This definition does not distinguish goals from general behaviours or biological reactions, 

which is critiqued by Milyavskaya and Werner (2018). Modern definitions emphasize goals as 

cognitive representations of a desired end state to which one is committed (Milyavskaya & 

Werner, 2018; Niesta & Elliot, 2009). Rather than viewing goals as fixed states, it is essential 

to see them as evolving; goal pursuit often involves adjusting goals and strategies when faced 

with obstacles. 

In the following section, we will focus on the process of goal attainment and the challenges that 

may arise during this process. The selection or setting of a goal represents the first step. Given 

the constraints of time or other resources (e.g., mental energy), it is not feasible to fulfil all 

desires, making it necessary to prioritize (Keller et al., 2019; Milyavskaya & Werner, 2018). 

The decision is based on both the attainability and importance of the goal. In addition to its 

objective attainability, a key factor is goal self-efficacy, which refers to an individual’s 

confidence in their ability to achieve the goal (Bandura & Locke, 2003; Pomaki et al., 2009). 

People with higher goal self-efficacy typically put in more effort at the outset, persist more 

when facing challenges, and achieve their goals more successfully (Brands et al., 2014; Bandura 

& Locke, 2003). For instance, finding employment is an objectively attainable goal, but if 

Vanda doubts whether she possesses the necessary knowledge, skills, or experience to achieve 

it, this lack of confidence could influence her goal selection. 

During emerging adulthood, young people mainly set goals around career and romantic 

relationships, respectively (Dietrich et al., 2013; Kvasková et al., 2020; Ranta et al., 2014; 

Turner et al., 2014). With age, goals often shift toward health, family, and work, while younger 

individuals focus more on education, friendships, and travel (Salmela-Aro et al., 2007). 

Research suggests that stronger commitment to professional identity correlates with goal 

setting in that area, leading to greater satisfaction and resilience (Kvasková et al., 2020; Luyckx 

et al., 2014). 
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The second step in the process of goal pursuit is planning the specific actions required to 

achieve the goal. At this stage, it is essential not only to know what one wants to achieve but 

also to determine where, when, and how to work toward that goal (Yuliawati & Ardyan, 2022). 

After planning the necessary steps, the active phase begins, during which the individual strives 

to achieve their goal. As previously mentioned, goal pursuit is not a linear process, and 

individuals often encounter various obstacles. Obstacles are a common part of the process, but 

their perception is subjective, as what may be a barrier for one person may not be for another 

(Marguc et al., 2011). The journey toward achieving a goal is long, and maintaining consistent 

effort and performance can be challenging. External or internal factors may disrupt this 

process (Gollwitzer & Sheeran, 2006). 

Thus, despite high levels of effort and commitment, individuals may repeatedly face difficulties 

that lead them to question whether continuing to pursue the goal is worthwhile (Brandstätter 

& Herrmann, 2016; Milyavskaya & Werner, 2018). These doubts can result in what is known 

as an “action crisis”, an internal conflict where the person decides whether to keep striving for 

the goal or abandon it (Brandstätter & Herrmann, 2016). An action crisis can manifest as 

intense focus on problems, feelings of despair, confusion, overthinking, or procrastination 

(Brandstätter et al., 2013). For example, Vanda, who is actively searching for a job, may face 

numerous rejections and start doubting whether it’s worth continuing her job search. She 

begins to question if the effort will yield results and struggles with procrastination, delaying 

applications and interviews, which leads her to an action crisis regarding her career goal. 

During an action crisis, an individual may start contemplating disengagement from a goal 

(Herrmann & Brandstätter, 2013). If the goal is still perceived as important and attainable, 

adjusting the strategy may be enough to continue pursuing it (Milyavskaya & Werner, 2018). 

However, if the goal is no longer seen as valuable or achievable, the individual may abandon 

it. Disengaging from a goal is marked by reduced commitment and effort, which can improve 

well-being, particularly if the goal was truly unattainable or insignificant (Wrosch et al., 2003). 

A positive outcome of an action crisis can also be the setting of a new, more realistic goal, which 

is a common occurrence in emerging adulthood, which is a period marked by identity 

formation and the clarification of values and priorities (Brandstätter & Herrmann, 2016). For 

instance, Vanda might realize that despite her strong desire to find a fulfilling job, repeated 

setbacks make her question whether her goal is realistic. If she sees it as unattainable, she may 

disengage and shift her focus to acquiring additional qualifications, setting a new goal that 

better aligns with her current situation and long-term career aspirations. In this process, 

uncertainty can play a crucial role, as the unpredictable nature of her career path can fuel her 

crisis and ultimately influence her decision to redefine her goals. 

Intolerance of uncertainty 

The life phase of emerging adulthood is filled with uncertainty, whether related to job 

searching, educational opportunities, or forming long-term relationships. This phase involves 
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key decisions about career paths and relationships, often requiring individuals to navigate 

unknowns, which can be challenging for those with high intolerance of uncertainty. 

Uncertainty can be understood as an experience of the unknown (Gu et al., 2020) or as doubt 

about whether an event will occur (Keren & Gerritsen, 1999). It typically arises from ambiguous 

or incomplete information, where multiple interpretations are possible with varying degrees 

of certainty (Han et al., 2011; Kuang, 2017). Han et al. (2011) also identify other sources of 

uncertainty, such as probability, where the likelihood of an event is known, and complexity, 

where the available information is too difficult to fully understand. Uncertainty is generally 

perceived as negative (Carleton, 2016), leading individuals to try to minimize or eliminate it 

(Bokuniewicz, 2020). 

Intolerance of uncertainty (IU) is a dispositional trait marked by difficulty tolerating 

uncertainty, often leading to anxiety and stress (Buhr & Dugas, 2002; Carleton et al., 2012). 

Emerging adults with high IU may experience increased anxiety and decision paralysis as they 

face major life choices (Dugas et al., 2005). Research identifies a two-factor structure of IU: 

prospective and inhibitory anxiety (Birrell et al., 2011; Bavoľár, 2019; Carleton et al., 2007). In 

emerging adulthood, prospective anxiety may present as an overwhelming need to plan every 

aspect of one’s future or engage in excessive information-seeking, driven by fear of uncertain 

outcomes. In contrast, inhibitory anxiety can result in avoidance behaviours, such as 

postponing important decisions like job applications or career changes due to fear of failure or 

the unknown (Birrell et al., 2011; Carleton et al., 2007; Hong & Lee, 2015). For instance, 

Vanda’s high IU amplifies these anxieties, she overthinks job offers and delays decisions, 

fearing she will make the wrong choice. This leads to both prospective anxiety, causing her to 

obsessively gather information, and inhibitory anxiety, making it difficult for her to act when 

necessary. 

Present research 

Previous research suggests that intolerance of uncertainty may increase the likelihood of 

experiencing an action crisis, as individuals who struggle to tolerate uncertainty and 

unpredictability are more vulnerable to stress and indecision during goal pursuit (Kačmár et 

al., 2023). However, the psychological mechanisms through which intolerance of uncertainty 

contributes to action crisis remain underexplored. A promising explanatory pathway involves 

goal self-efficacy. Individuals with high intolerance of uncertainty often perceive uncertain 

situations as threatening, undermine their confidence in managing setbacks and reduce their 

sense of control over outcomes (Sagone & Indiana, 2023). This diminished self-efficacy may, 

in turn, impair persistence and resilience in goal pursuit, increasing the risk of becoming 

“stuck” in a state of internal conflict about whether to continue or abandon the goal (Qiang et 

al., 2024). Conversely, goal self-efficacy plays a protective role in the process of goal pursuit. 

High goal self-efficacy is associated with greater resilience and persistence, helping individuals 

sustain goal-directed behaviour even amid setbacks, thus reducing the likelihood and severity 

of an action crisis (Kačmár et al., 2024). 
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Taken together, these findings suggest not only a direct link between intolerance of uncertainty 

and action crisis, but also a possible indirect pathway through reduced goal self-efficacy. In our 

primary model, we examine whether goal self-efficacy measured concurrently with intolerance 

of uncertainty (both assessed at Time 1) mediates the relationship between intolerance of 

uncertainty and action crisis measured two years later (at Time 3). This approach assumes that 

intolerance of uncertainty, conceptualized as a relatively stable dispositional trait, can shape 

individuals’ initial belief in their ability to reach a goal, which subsequently affects their 

vulnerability to action crisis over time. However, we also explore an alternative mediation 

model, in which goal self-efficacy is measured at Time 2, one year after the initial assessment 

of intolerance of uncertainty and one year before the assessment of action crisis. This model 

allows us to test whether intolerance of uncertainty may also have a delayed effect on goal self-

efficacy, which in turn contributes to the development of an action crisis. To reflect the 

multidimensional nature of intolerance of uncertainty, we test both models using the two core 

dimensions of IU: prospective anxiety (i.e. fear of future uncertainty) and inhibitory anxiety 

(i.e. paralysis in the face of uncertainty). Based on theoretical grounds, we expect that both 

dimensions will show a similar pattern of relationships with goal self-efficacy and action crisis. 

Concerning prospective anxiety (cf. Figure 1), we expect that higher levels of prospective 

anxiety will be associated with higher levels of action crisis (Hypothesis 1). We also expect that 

prospective anxiety will be negatively related to goal self-efficacy measured at Time 1 

(Hypothesis 2a) and Time 2 (Hypothesis 2b). Furthermore, we expect that goal self-efficacy 

measured at Time 1 will be negatively associated with action crisis (Hypothesis 3a). We also 

expect the same negative relationship between goal self-efficacy measured at Time 2 and action 

crisis (Hypothesis 3b). We hypothesize that goal self-efficacy measured at Time 1 mediates the 

relationship between prospective anxiety and action crisis, reflecting an early, trait-like 

influence (Hypothesis 4a). We also examine whether goal self-efficacy measured at Time 2 

plays a similar mediating role, reflecting a more proximal and dynamic process (Hypothesis 

4b). 

 

Figure 1. Mediation model: Prospective anxiety as predictor 

  

Prospective 
anxiety 

Goal self-efficacy 
T1 (a) / T2 (b) 

Action crisis 

H2 (-) 

H1 (+) 

H3 (-) 

H4 
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Concerning inhibitory anxiety (cf. Figure 2), we expect that higher levels of inhibitory anxiety 

will be associated with higher levels of action crisis (Hypothesis 5). We also expect that 

inhibitory anxiety will be negatively related to goal self-efficacy measured at Time 1 

(Hypothesis 6a) and Time 2 (Hypothesis 6b). Furthermore, we expect that goal self-efficacy 

measured at Time 1 will be negatively associated with action crisis (Hypothesis 7a). We also 

expect the same negative relationship between goal self-efficacy measured at Time 2 and action 

crisis (Hypothesis 7b). We hypothesize that goal self-efficacy measured at Time 1 mediates the 

relationship between inhibitory and action crisis, reflecting an early, trait-like influence 

(Hypothesis 8a). We also examine whether goal self-efficacy measured at Time 2 plays a similar 

mediating role, reflecting a more proximal and dynamic process (Hypothesis 8b).  

 

Figure 2. Mediation model: Inhibitory anxiety as predictor 

Method 

Sample 

Data were collected in three waves, with approximately one year between each wave. The first 

wave (Time 1) of data collection included 672 respondents. However, by the third wave (Time 

3), only 91 participants remained, yielding an attrition rate of 86%, which is notably high. 

Among these 91 participants, only 41 met the inclusion criteria, resulting in a final sample size 

of 41 respondents. Participants were included if they: (a) participated in all three waves of data 

collection; (b) consistently pursued the same personal goal throughout the entire period 

without abandoning, changing, or achieving it; and (c) were between the ages of 18 and 30 

during the entire study period. Within this sample, 31 participants (75.6%) were women, and 

the mean age was 25.4 years (SD = 3.44). For the analyses, self-efficacy was measured using 

data from the first (Time 1) and second (Time 2) waves. In the second wave, four participants 

stated their goals but did not complete all goal characteristic ratings. Therefore, analyses using 

self-efficacy from wave one included all 41 participants, while analyses using self-efficacy from 

wave two included only 37 participants. 

Inhibitory 
anxiety 

Goal self-efficacy 
T1 (a) / T2 (b) 

Action crisis 

H6 (-) 

H5 (+) 

H7 (-) 

H8 
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Study design 

To establish temporal precedence, we implemented a longitudinal design with three waves of 

data collection, each occurring approximately one year apart. The first wave was conducted 

through an external agency, while the second and third waves involved re-contacting only 

those participants who had previously consented to be followed up via email. Participants’ 

work-related goals and relevant psychological constructs were assessed across all three waves 

of data collection. Ethical approval for the study was granted by the Ethics Committee of Pavol 

Jozef Safarik University in Kosice. 

For this study, intolerance of uncertainty was measured at Time 1, consistent with the 

assumption that it reflects a relatively stable dispositional trait. Goal self-efficacy was assessed 

at both Time 1 and Time 2, allowing us to examine its role both as an initial belief shaped by 

dispositional intolerance of uncertainty and as a more dynamic construct that may evolve over 

time. Action crisis was measured only at Time 3 to capture its potential delayed emergence 

during goal pursuit. 

Measures 

Goals 

At each stage, participants were asked to report their current work-related goal, if they had 

one. In the second and third waves, participants were shown the goal they had previously 

reported (retrieved using their personal code) and asked whether they were still pursuing the 

same goal, had achieved it, had abandoned it, or had changed it. This procedure allowed us to 

verify goal consistency across measurement points. Only participants who consistently 

pursued the same goal across all three waves (without changing, achieving, or abandoning it) 

were included in the final sample. 

Goal self-efficacy 

Goal self-efficacy was measured using a three-item scale, rated on a 7-point Likert scale 

ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 7 (completely agree). An example item is: “I have the 

necessary energy to attain this goal” (Pomaki et al., 2009). The reliability of the scale at Time 

1 was high, with a Cronbach’s α of 0.83 and McDonald’s ω of 0.83, at Time 2 the scale yielded 

similar results with a Cronbach’s α of 0.82 and McDonald’s ω also of 0.82.  

Action crisis 

Action crisis was assessed with a five-item scale, also rated on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 

(completely disagree) to 7 (completely agree). An example item is: “When striving for this 

goal, I am repeatedly confronted with situations where I do not know how to continue” 
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(Brandstätter & Schüler, 2013; Kačmár et al., 2023). The internal consistency of this scale was 

acceptable, with Cronbach’s α = 0.76 and McDonald’s ω = 0.77. 

Intolerance of uncertainty 

The Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale was used to assess participants’ responses to uncertain 

situations. This 12-item scale consists of two subscales: prospective anxiety (7 items, e.g. “It 

frustrates me not having all the information I need”) and inhibitory anxiety (5 items, e.g. 

“When I am uncertain, I can’t function very well”). Both subscales demonstrated good internal 

consistency, with Cronbach’s α and McDonald’s ω values of 0.78 for prospective anxiety, and 

0.85 for inhibitory anxiety.  

Statistical analyses 

All variables were approximately normally distributed, allowing for the use of parametric 

statistical methods. To examine whether goal self-efficacy mediates the relationship between 

intolerance of uncertainty and action crisis, we tested four mediation models. In two models, 

prospective anxiety served as the predictor, with self-efficacy from Time 1 and Time 2 as 

mediators, respectively. In the remaining two models, inhibitory anxiety was used as the 

predictor, again with self-efficacy from Time 1 and Time 2 as mediators. In all models, action 

crisis measured at Time 3 served as the outcome variable. Mediation analyses were conducted 

using bootstrapping with 5000 samples. Missing data were handled through listwise deletion; 

no imputation methods were used, and participants with incomplete data were excluded from 

the analyses. 

Results 

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics and the correlation matrix for all main study 

variables, including goal self-efficacy from Time 1 and Time 2, action crisis, and two 

subcomponents of intolerance of uncertainty: prospective and inhibitory anxiety.  

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations for study variables 

 Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 

1 Goal self-efficacy (Time 1) 15.76 4.27  .78*** -.47** -.39* -.56*** 

2 Goal self-efficacy (Time 2) 15.16 3.96   -.40* -.17 -.46** 

3 Action crisis (Time 3) 18.77 6.55    .34* .37* 

4 Prospective anxiety (Time 1) 21.28 5.34     .65*** 

5 Inhibitory anxiety (Time 1) 14.56 4.94      

Notes. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. 
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Notably, goal self-efficacy from both Time 1 and Time 2 shows negative, strong and significant 

relationship with action crisis, r = -.47, p = .005, and r = -.40, p = .020, respectively, and 

inhibitory anxiety, r = -.56, p < .001, and r = -.46, p = .004, respectively. Additionally, goal 

self-efficacy from Time 1 shows negative, moderate and significant relationship with 

prospective anxiety, r = -.39, p = .012. However, the relationship between goal self-efficacy 

from Time 2 and prospective anxiety is non-significant, r = -.17, p = .316. Furthermore, action 

crisis has a positive, moderate and significant relationship with both prospective anxiety, 

r = .34, p = .022, and inhibitory anxiety, r = .37, p = .012. 

Table 2 presents mediation analysis results with prospective anxiety as predictor and self-

efficacy from Time 1 as a mediator, including the indirect, direct, and total effects, as well as 

the specific paths (a, b, and c’). The indirect effect, b = 0.15, p = .073, and the direct effect, 

b = 0.26, p = .212, are not statistically significant, indicating that neither the mediated nor 

direct paths show strong effects. Consequently, the total effect is also non-significant, b = 0.41, 

p = .072. However, in examining the individual path estimates, both a and b paths show 

significant results. Path a, b = -0.24, p = .019, and path b, b = -0.62, p = .004, are both 

significant. However, an examination of the individual path estimates reveals that both the a 

path (from prospective anxiety to goal self-efficacy, b = -0.24, p = .019, and the b path (from 

goal self-efficacy to action crisis, b = -0.62, p = .004, are statistically significant. 

Table 2. Prospective anxiety as predictor and goal self-efficacy from Time 1 as mediator 

Effect b SE 95% CI Z p 

   LL UL   

Mediation estimates       

Indirect 0.15 0.08 0.00 0.33 1.79 .073 

Direct 0.26 0.21 -0.19 0.61 1.25 .212 

Total 0.41 0.23 -0.10 0.78 1.80 .072 

Path estimates       

a -0.24* 0.10 -0.42 -0.01 -2.35 .019 

b -0.62** 0.22 -1.06 -0.18 -2.85 .004 

c’ 0.26 0.21 -0.19 0.61 1.25 .212 

Notes. *p < .05; **p < .01 

Table 3 shows mediation analysis results with prospective anxiety as predictor and self-efficacy 

from Time 2 as a mediator, including indirect, direct, and total effects, along with individual 

path estimates (a, b, and c’). The indirect effect, b = 0.10, p = .238, and the direct effect, 

b = 0.31, p = .166, are not statistically significant, indicating that neither the mediated nor 

direct paths show strong effects. Consequently, the total effect is also non-significant, b = 0.42, 

p = .071. Among the path estimates, only path b is statistically significant, b = -0.60, p = .025, 

suggesting a meaningful association within this part of the model. Path a and the direct path c’ 

remain non-significant, consistent with the overall lack of mediation effect. 
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Table 3. Prospective anxiety as predictor and goal self-efficacy from Time 2 as mediator 

Effect b SE 95% CI Z p 

   LL UL   

Mediation estimates       

Indirect 0.10 0.09 -0.05 0.30 1.18 .238 

Direct 0.31 0.23 -0.20 0.68 1.38 .166 

Total 0.42 0.23 -0.12 0.79 1.81 .071 

Path estimates       

a -0.18 0.12 -0.38 0.08 -1.52 .129 

b -0.60* 0.27 -1.08 -0.01 -2.24 .025 

c’ 0.31 0.23 -0.20 0.68 1.38 .166 

Notes. *p < .05 

Table 4 provides mediation analysis results with inhibitory anxiety as predictor and self-

efficacy from Time 1 as a mediator, including indirect, direct, and total effects, along with 

individual path estimates (a, b, and c’). The significant indirect effect, b = 0.34, p = .022, 

indicates a meaningful mediation pathway, where the indirect effect significantly contributes 

to the overall relationship. The direct effect, b = 0.00, p = .999, and total effect, b = 0.34, 

p = .236, are non-significant. Among the path estimates, both a, b = -0.45, p < .001, and b, 

b = -0.74, p = .004, are significant, supporting the indirect effect’s influence. Path c’, the direct 

path, is nonsignificant, aligning with the overall mediation effect conclusion. 

Table 4. Inhibitory anxiety as predictor and goal self-efficacy from Time 1 as mediator 

Effect b SE 95% CI Z p 

   LL UL   

Mediation estimates       

Indirect 0.34* 0.15 0.08 0.67 2.28 .022 

Direct 0.00 0.30 -0.66 0.49 0.00 .999 

Total 0.34 0.29 -0.31 0.80 1.19 .236 

Path estimates       

a -0.45*** 0.14 -0.73 -0.17 -3.29 .001 

b -0.74** 0.26 -1.30 -0.26 -2.91 .004 

c’ 0.00 0.30 -0.66 0.49 0.00 .999 

Notes. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. 

Table 5 presents mediation analysis results with inhibitory anxiety as predictor and self-

efficacy from Time 2 as a mediator, including the indirect, direct, and total effects, as well as 

the specific paths (a, b, and c’). The indirect effect, b = 0.26, p = .067, is not statistically 

significant. The direct effect, b = 0.53, p = .033, and total effect, b = 0.79, p < .001, are 

significant. These results suggest that while the overall relationship is significant, the 

mediation through self-efficacy is not supported in this model. In examining the individual 
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path estimates, all a, b and c’ paths show significant results. Path a, b = -0.37, p = .001, and 

path b, b = -0.70, p = .039, and c’, b = 0.53, p = .033. This pattern of results points to a partial 

mediation, where the mediator contributes to the effect but does not fully account for the 

relationship between inhibitory anxiety and the outcome. 

Table 5. Inhibitory anxiety as predictor and goal self-efficacy from Time 2 as mediator 

Effect b SE 95% CI Z p 

   LL UL   

Mediation estimates       

Indirect 0.26 0.14 -0.01 0.54 1.83 .067 

Direct 0.53* 0.25 -0.02 0.97 2.13 .033 

Total 0.79*** 0.20 0.30 1.90 4.20 <.001 

Path estimates       

a -0.37** 0.12 -0.60 -0.13 -3.20 .001 

b -0.70* 0.34 -1.30 0.02 -2.06 .039 

c’ 0.53* 0.25 -0.02 0.97 2.13 .033 

Notes. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. 

Discussion 

In emerging adulthood – the period between adolescence and young adulthood – many young 

people begin to independently manage key areas of life, including work, finances and 

relationships (Arnett, 2014; Shulman & Nurmi, 2010). This period is marked by identity 

exploration, a process in which individuals clarify values, set goals, and take responsibility for 

achieving them, which are the key steps in the journey toward adulthood (Marttinen et al., 

2016; Shulman & Nurmi, 2010). Typically, emerging adults set career-related goals, as entering 

the workforce is a major developmental task during this time (Arnett, 2014; Dietrich et al., 

2013; Kvasková et al., 2020; Ranta et al., 2014; Turner et al., 2014). However, given the 

instability and uncertainty characteristic of this phase, attitudes toward uncertainty, and the 

ability to manage it, likely play a crucial role in their ability to persist in their goals.  

For instance, perceiving uncertain situations as threatening can lower goal self-efficacy 

(confidence in one’s own abilities to achieve a goal) as predictability and control are essential 

to feeling capable (Bandura, 1997; Carleton, 2016). When individuals believe they can 

influence outcomes, they are more confident in acting (Bandura, 1989). However, high 

intolerance of uncertainty disrupts this confidence, leading to stress, reduced goal self-efficacy, 

and avoidance in goal-oriented tasks. For those highly intolerant of uncertainty, unpredictable 

situations are particularly distressing, diminishing their perceived control and persistence 

(Sagone & Indiana, 2023). This discomfort often drives avoidance behaviours, such as 

procrastination and decision avoidance, as short-term relief from anxiety. Yet these behaviours 
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reinforce a cycle of uncertainty, further lowering goal self-efficacy (Carleton, 2016; Qiang et 

al., 2024). 

Based on these dynamics, we hypothesized that IU, more specifically its dimensions of 

prospective anxiety, which drives individuals to seek detailed information and meticulously 

plan; and inhibitory anxiety, which leads to inaction in the face of uncertainty (Birrell et al., 

2011; Carleton et al., 2007; Hong & Lee, 2015) would be associated with lower goal self-efficacy. 

Additionally, we anticipated that dimensions of IU would predict a greater occurrence of action 

crises over time, with goal self-efficacy potentially mediating this relationship.  

Our initial analysis focused on examining the correlations between prospective and inhibitory 

anxiety – and goal self-efficacy as well as an action crisis. We found that higher inhibitory 

anxiety, characterized by inaction in uncertain situations, correlates with reduced goal self-

efficacy, consistent with expectations that avoidance behaviours can undermine confidence 

(Carleton, 2016; Qiang et al., 2024). One explanation is the absence of positive problem-

solving experiences, which limits the reinforcement of coping skills. Another possibility is that 

inhibitory anxiety may amplify perceived threats in uncertain situations, reinforcing self-doubt 

and diminishing the motivation to persist through challenges, ultimately impacting goal self-

efficacy. The relationship between goal self-efficacy and prospective anxiety, which is driven 

by a need for predictability, was negative, moderate and statistically significant, only in case of 

self-efficacy from Time 1. This may reflect those individuals who excessively seek information 

feel less confident in handling situations without full comprehension of potential outcomes. 

However, this effect is lower compared to an effect of inhibitory anxiety. Overall, this indicates 

that individuals who view uncertain situations as more threatening generally report lower 

confidence in their goal attainment abilities. Studies suggest that high intolerance of 

uncertainty is associated with increased anxiety, potentially leading to self-regulatory 

exhaustion and a reduction in the cognitive resources needed to maintain goal self-efficacy 

(Sagone & Indiana, 2023; Qiang et al., 2024). 

A moderate positive correlation emerged between action crisis and both prospective and 

inhibitory anxiety. The observed trend aligns with expectations: individuals who view 

uncertainty as threatening tend to experience greater action crisis. When uncertainty is 

perceived as a threat, individuals are more likely to reevaluate, hesitate, and critically reflect 

on their goals, potentially amplifying feelings of self-doubt and reducing motivation to pursue 

their objectives (Birrell et al., 2011; Carleton, 2016). This re-evaluation process may prompt 

disengagement from goals, especially if a sense of uncertainty interferes with an individual’s 

confidence in achieving them. For those with heightened IU, the frequent need to resolve 

uncertainty could drain cognitive and emotional resources, further fostering an action crisis by 

shifting focus from goal achievement to anxiety about potential outcomes. 

The next association we looked at was between self-efficacy in both cases and action crisis, 

where a strong, negative relationship was found. In other words, individuals who believed 

more in their ability to achieve their goals tended to experience lower levels of action crisis. 

This finding aligns with previous research, for instance, Kačmár et al. (2024) point out that 
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self-efficacy is often linked to greater resilience and persistence, which can help people 

navigate obstacles and reduce the likelihood of experiencing action crisis. Similarly, Locke and 

Latham (2002) found that individuals with higher self-efficacy tend to be more committed, 

choose more effective goal attainment strategies, and respond better to negative feedback. 

Next, we examined whether prospective anxiety contributes to higher levels of action crisis 

through reduced goal self-efficacy. To test this assumption, we conducted two mediation 

models that differed in the timing of the mediator. In both models, prospective anxiety 

measured at Time 1 was entered as the predictor, while goal self-efficacy was assessed either 

concurrently (Time 1) or one year later (Time 2). Action crisis was consistently measured at 

Time 3. 

Across both models, neither the indirect nor the direct effect of prospective anxiety on action 

crisis reached statistical significance, contrary to our initial expectations. In fact, neither model 

showed a significant association between prospective anxiety and action crisis, leading us to 

reject Hypothesis H1. However, when goal self-efficacy was measured at Time 1, both 

individual path estimates, path a (linking prospective anxiety to self-efficacy) and path b 

(linking self-efficacy to action crisis), were statistically significant, suggesting a potential, 

though weak, mediating process and support for hypotheses H2a and H3a. In contrast, when 

goal self-efficacy was measured at Time 2, only path b remained significant, consistent with 

Hypothesis H3b while the effect of prospective anxiety on later self-efficacy (path a) was no 

longer supported, inconsistent with Hypothesis H2b.  

This discrepancy may reflect the fact that prospective anxiety impacts goal self-efficacy 

primarily at the initial stages of goal pursuit, but as time passes, their self-efficacy becomes 

more shaped by actual experiences with the goal rather than initial dispositions. Moreover, 

prospective anxiety, which is characterized by future-oriented worry and information-seeking, 

may function as a proactive coping strategy, which could help individuals maintain a sense of 

control despite uncertainty, thereby weakening its negative impact on self-efficacy. These 

interpretations may help to explain why hypotheses H4a and H4b were not supported. Finally, 

the relatively small sample size in our study may have further limited our ability to detect more 

subtle indirect effects. 

The third and the fourth model used inhibitory anxiety as the predictor. In the third model, 

self-efficacy from Time 1 was used. In this model a significant indirect effect supported goal 

self-efficacy’s mediating role in the model and therefore hypotheses H6a and H7a. Both path 

estimates (a and b) were significant, supporting the indirect-only mediation effect and 

Hypothesis H8a. Consistent with our expectations (Carleton, 2016; Sagone & Indiana, 2023), 

emerging adults with a tendency to “freeze” in uncertain situations often doubt their ability to 

achieve their goals, intensifying the experience of an action crisis.  

In contrast, the fourth model showed a non-significant indirect effect and significant direct 

and total effects, along with all individual path estimates being significant. These results 

partially support hypotheses H5b, H6b, and H7b, as the direct path from inhibitory anxiety to 
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action crisis (H5b), the path from inhibitory anxiety to lower self-efficacy (H6b), and the path 

from self-efficacy to lower action crisis (H7b) were all statistically significant. However, 

Hypothesis H8b was not supported, as the overall indirect effect did not reach statistical 

significance. There can be several explanations for this discrepancy. Firstly, although Time 2 

self-efficacy is more proximal to the action crisis measurement (both occurring later in the 

study), it may also be more reactive to ongoing experiences and less shaped by the earlier 

predictor (inhibitory anxiety). As a result, its mediating role could be weaker or less stable. 

Contrary, self-efficacy at Time 1 may reflect more stable goal-related beliefs formed at the 

outset, which are more directly influenced by inhibitory anxiety and continue to shape goal 

engagement across time. Thus, it may serve as a stronger mediator, even over a longer period. 

Secondly, the Time 2 model includes fewer participants (N = 37) due to missing data, which 

may reduce statistical power to detect indirect effects. The larger standard errors and 

borderline significance of the indirect effect (p = .067) may reflect this limitation. Finally, as 

time passes, other unmeasured factors (e.g. life events, changes in goal importance, or support 

systems) may influence self-efficacy and action crisis, potentially diluting the mediating effect 

of self-efficacy from Time 2. This could explain why the direct path from inhibitory anxiety to 

action crisis remains significant in this model. 

Intolerance of uncertainty leads individuals to experience uncertain situations as potentially 

risky. Our results partially support the notion that when someone consistently feels threatened 

and uncertain, especially when their reaction to this uncertainty is to freeze or avoid making 

decisions, they are less likely to believe in their ability to achieve their goals, as these negative 

expectations can erode self-confidence (Bandura, 1997; Carleton, 2016; Sagone & Indiana, 

2023). For young people, who are still developing their skills for handling challenging 

situations (Arnett, 2014; Marttinen et al., 2016), this negative perception of uncertainty can be 

detrimental to goal self-efficacy. Furthermore, our findings supported the idea that when goal 

self-efficacy is low, individuals are more prone to doubting their goals’ attainability (Kačmár 

et al., 2024). This internal conflict often leads to an action crisis, a state where individuals 

begin to question the significance, value, or attainability of their goals (Brandstätter & 

Herrmann, 2016). 

Methodological limitations 

While the study offers valuable findings and benefits from a longitudinal design, several 

limitations should be acknowledged. The most significant limitation is the small sample size of 

41 respondents, a result of attrition over the study period. This limited sample size raises 

concerns regarding the power of the analyses, where results may be prone to type II error. 

Consequently, replication of these findings with a larger sample is necessary to confirm these 

preliminary insights. Additionally, the sample was largely homogeneous, with 75.6% of 

participants identifying as female. Future research should aim to recruit a larger and more 

balanced sample. Exploring these findings through qualitative methods could also offer further 

depth and understanding. 
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Practical implications 

Emerging adults often lack extensive experience, leading to heightened feelings of insecurity 

as they navigate the unfamiliar terrain of the labour market. Organizations can support these 

individuals by providing clear, structured tasks and transparent, consistent communication, 

which helps reduce uncertainty and fosters a sense of predictability. By offering guidance, 

constructive feedback, and opportunities to clarify tasks, organizations can empower young 

employees, making them more likely to succeed in their roles. This structured support not only 

enhances their goal self-efficacy but also builds confidence as they begin to experience 

achievement in their work. Furthermore, young people who understand the purpose and 

impact of their tasks are more likely to feel a sense of meaning in their work, bolstering their 

intrinsic motivation. This combination of clarity, goal self-efficacy, and meaningful 

engagement contributes to greater resilience, enabling them to manage obstacles and persist 

in goal pursuit. Organizations may also consider mentorship programs or workshops on 

managing uncertainty to strengthen young employees’ coping skills. Investing in these 

strategies not only benefits young workers but also creates a more adaptive, motivated 

workforce that can thrive despite challenges. 

Conclusion 

To summarize, the purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between components 

of intolerance of uncertainty (prospective and inhibitory anxiety) with goal self-efficacy and 

action crisis within the context of work-related, goal-oriented behaviours. Emerging adulthood 

is a period often marked by high uncertainty, posing challenges for individuals with high IU. 

Goal self-efficacy relies on a sense of control and predictability, which may be compromised in 

uncertain situations, potentially leading to reduced goal self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997; Carleton, 

2016; Sagone & Indiana, 2023). Reduced goal self-efficacy, in turn, can contribute to an action 

crisis, as demonstrated by prior research (Brands et al., 2014; Hu et al., 2023; Kačmár et al., 

2024; Pomaki et al., 2009). 

We hypothesized that goal self-efficacy, measured at the same time as IU and measured a year 

later, would mediate the relationship between IU components and action crisis, with both high 

prospective and inhibitory anxiety predicting lower goal self-efficacy, subsequently leading to 

action crisis. Across all four models tested, full mediation was observed only in one case: when 

inhibitory anxiety was used as the predictor and goal self-efficacy measured at Time 1 served 

as the mediator. In this model, both individual paths (a and b) and the indirect effect were 

statistically significant, suggesting that a dispositional tendency to freeze in the face of 

uncertainty may undermine initial beliefs in goal attainment, thereby increasing vulnerability 

to action crisis over time. In the remaining models, no full mediation emerged. For prospective 

anxiety, goal self-efficacy did not emerge as a significant mediator, regardless of whether it was 

measured at Time 1 or Time 2. However, a closer look reveals a detailed picture: when goal 

self-efficacy was assessed at Time 1, both path a (from prospective anxiety to self-efficacy) and 
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path b (from self-efficacy to action crisis) were statistically significant, yet the overall indirect 

effect was not. This suggests a potential, albeit weak, mediating process that failed to reach 

significance at the effect level, possibly due to limited statistical power. When self-efficacy was 

measured at Time 2, only path b remained significant, and path a dropped out, further 

weakening the mediation pathway. Similarly, when inhibitory anxiety was paired with self-

efficacy from Time 2, the indirect effect was not significant, despite all paths being individually 

significant. This pattern highlights the potential temporal sensitivity of the mediating role of 

self-efficacy and suggests that its predictive value may be strongest when assessed concurrently 

with relatively stable dispositional traits, such as intolerance of uncertainty. Taken together, 

the findings provide only partial support for the proposed mediation mechanism and point to 

inhibitory anxiety as the more robust predictor in this context. However, the overall pattern 

may also reflect the limitations of our sample size, particularly in later waves, which could have 

reduced the power to detect subtler indirect effects. 

For example, consider Vanda, an emerging adult striving for employment and financial 

independence. Faced with repeated setbacks and an uncertain future, she may begin to feel 

overwhelmed and emotionally paralyzed, a reaction characteristic of inhibitory anxiety. Rather 

than actively seeking new opportunities or solutions, she might freeze or avoid making 

important decisions. This reaction can erode her belief in her ability to achieve her goal, 

especially if she lacks previous experience and confidence as a recent graduate. Diminished 

goal self-efficacy can trigger doubts about the attainability and value of her goal, potentially 

leading to an action crisis or even disengagement. In some cases, letting go of an unattainable 

goal may be adaptive, allowing her to redirect her efforts toward more realistic and rewarding 

objectives (Brandstätter & Herrmann, 2016). However, frequent goal failure can also have 

long-term consequences, such as persistently low goal self-efficacy, which may hinder her 

motivation and resilience in future pursuits (Salmela-Aro et al., 2008). Additionally, to restore 

her self-image, Vanda might feel an increased pressure to succeed at least once, heightening 

her commitment to new goals. This heightened need for success can lead to maladaptive self-

regulation. Instead of flexibly disengaging from an unworkable goal or re-engaging with a 

better one, she may remain stuck in ineffective strategies, unable to break the cycle of inaction 

and uncertainty. 
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