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Abstract

The aim of the present study was to determine the structural model of predicting suicidal thoughts in adolescents based on
defense mechanisms with the mediating role of emotional and interpersonal difficulties. This research employed a
descriptive-correlational design, and the statistical population consisted of all adolescents in Tehran during the second
semester of the 2023-2024 academic year. A total of 443 individuals were selected through convenience sampling. Research
instruments included the Defense Style Questionnaire-40 (Andrews, Singh, & Bond, 1993), the Difficulties in Emotion
Regulation Scale (Gratz & Roemer, 2004), the Inventory of Interpersonal Problems-47 (Pilkonis, Kim, Proietti, & Barkham,
1996), and the Suicidal Cognitions Scale (Rudd et al., 2010). Data were analyzed using structural equation modeling. In this
study, the indirect path coefficient between mature defense mechanisms and suicidal thoughts (B = -0.339, p = .01), and
between immature defense mechanisms and suicidal thoughts (B = 0.255, p = .01), was statistically significant at the .01
level. Therefore, suicidal thoughts in adolescents can be predicted based on defense mechanisms, considering the mediating
role of emotional and interpersonal difficulties.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Suicide is one of the leading causes of mortality among adolescents, with over 800,000 individuals globally
dying by suicide each year. Despite significant efforts to identify contributing factors and implement
preventive strategies, projections suggest that suicide rates will remain unchanged by 2030 (Iskric et al.,
2020). Adolescents are particularly vulnerable, and suicide prevention has emerged as a global health priority
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(Steare et al., 2024). Suicidal ideation, encompassing thoughts ranging from fleeting death wishes to detailed
suicidal plans, is a key precursor to suicide and is highly prevalent in youth populations (Sun et al., 2024).
Emotion regulation plays a crucial role in mitigating psychological pain and suicidal tendencies (Levi-Belz et
al., 2019). As defined by Gratz and Roemer, emotion regulation is a multidimensional construct involving
emotional awareness, acceptance, impulse control, goal-directed behavior during emotional distress, and
flexible use of regulation strategies (Gratz & Roemer, 2004). Dysfunction in these areas leads to emotional
dysregulation, which is frequently linked to suicidal ideation (Najafi et al., 2019; Zemestani et al., 2015).
Individuals with suicidal tendencies also face interpersonal difficulties, including heightened sensitivity,
ambivalence in relationships, hostility, social approval dependence, and poor sociability (Pilkonis et al., 1996).
These problems contribute to profound psychological distress and are recognized as risk factors for suicide
(Gvion & Levi-Belz, 2018).

Theoretical models such as Baumeister's escape theory suggest that suicidal behavior results from efforts to
escape painful self-awareness and cognitive distortions rooted in perceived personal inadequacy (Baumeister,
1990). Similarly, Joiner's interpersonal-psychological theory emphasizes thwarted belongingness and
perceived burdensomeness as cognitive-affective precursors to suicidal desire (Joiner, 2005), both of which
originate from disrupted self-worth and attachment-related vulnerabilities (Cramer, 2002, 2006, 2012).
Furthermore, defense mechanisms—unconscious intrapsychic processes activated in response to internal or
external stress—play a central role in modulating how individuals experience and react to these stressors
(Granieri et al., 2017; Vaillant, 1994).

Defense mechanisms range from mature to immature forms. Mature defenses enable adaptive coping, whereas
immature ones distort reality and impede psychological integration. These mechanisms influence not only
internal affect regulation but also interpersonal functioning and self-perception (Jun et al., 2015). Research
has shown that individuals who rely heavily on immature defenses experience intensified emotional distress
and are more prone to suicidal ideation (Aftab et al., 2019; Puhalla et al., 2016). Given this background, the
present study aimed to test a structural model in which defense mechanisms predict suicidal ideation in
adolescents, mediated by emotional and interpersonal difficulties.

Methods and Materials

This descriptive-correlational study targeted all adolescents in Tehran during the second semester of the 2023—
2024 academic year. Using convenience sampling, 443 adolescents participated in the study. Data were
collected through online surveys after obtaining ethical approval. The research instruments included the
Defense Style Questionnaire-40, Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale, Inventory of Interpersonal
Problems-47, and the Suicidal Cognitions Scale. Internal consistencies for all scales were acceptable
(Cronbach's alpha ranging from .67 to .94). Structural equation modeling (SEM) was employed to test the
proposed model using SPSS-22 and AMOS-24.

Findings

Of the 443 participants, 59.8% were female and 40.2% male, with a mean age of 15.91 years. Univariate
normality was confirmed, and multicollinearity was not present, indicating appropriate conditions for SEM.
The measurement model demonstrated adequate factor loadings for all latent variables. Model fit indices were
within acceptable ranges (x*/df = 2.52, RMSEA = 0.077, IFI = 0.951, CFI = 0.950).

Path analysis revealed significant total effects of mature defenses ( = -0.354, p = .01) and immature defenses
(B = 0.420, p = .01) on suicidal ideation. However, neurotic defenses had no significant total effect. Direct
effects showed that only immature defenses significantly predicted suicidal ideation (f = 0.165, p = .029),
while the effect of mature defenses was mediated by emotional (B = -0.555, p = .01) and interpersonal
difficulties (B = -0.385, p = .01). Similarly, immature defenses had significant paths to both emotional (B =
0.447,p =.01) and interpersonal difficulties (3 = 0.183, p =.041), which in turn significantly predicted suicidal

YV



6;bk‘)h§)ﬂwm

ideation (emotional difficulties: p = 0.512, p = .01; interpersonal difficulties: p = 0.142, p = .024). Indirect
effects were also significant for both mature (f = -0.339, p = .01) and immature defenses (B = 0.255, p =.01)
on suicidal ideation.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study confirmed the mediating role of emotional and interpersonal difficulties in the relationship between
defense mechanisms and suicidal ideation. The findings highlight that adolescents who frequently use
immature defense mechanisms are more likely to experience emotional dysregulation and interpersonal
struggles, ultimately leading to increased suicidal thoughts. Conversely, mature defenses appear to offer
protective benefits by reducing these difficulties. These outcomes underscore the importance of psychological
resilience and emotional competence in suicide prevention efforts.

Defense mechanisms, particularly the immature types, distort perception and hinder conscious insight,
weakening the individual’s ability to confront internal conflicts and external stressors effectively. Such
distortions exacerbate interpersonal tensions and emotional instability, creating a cycle of maladaptive coping
and psychological pain. Adolescents with poorly integrated self-concepts and insecure attachment patterns are
particularly vulnerable to these dynamics.

Moreover, emotional dysregulation emerged as a central pathway to suicidal ideation, emphasizing the
importance of emotional clarity, acceptance, and impulse control. The inability to manage intense negative
emotions without appropriate coping strategies heightens the risk of suicidal behavior. When combined with
interpersonal problems—such as rejection sensitivity, social withdrawal, and dependency on external
validation—the danger becomes more acute.

These findings have practical implications for mental health professionals, educators, and policymakers.
Interventions aimed at strengthening emotion regulation skills, enhancing interpersonal functioning, and
promoting the use of adaptive defense mechanisms could be pivotal in reducing suicidal ideation among
adolescents. Preventive programs should focus on equipping youth with the psychological tools to navigate
internal and relational stressors effectively, thereby reducing reliance on maladaptive coping strategies.

In summary, this study highlights the complex interplay between internal psychological defenses, emotional
and social competencies, and suicidal ideation. By clarifying these relationships, the findings contribute
valuable insights to the ongoing efforts to understand and mitigate adolescent suicide risk.
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