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Abstract
Purpose: The unique psychological pressures of athletic environments place student-athletes at risk
for mental health problems, including suicidal ideation. This study aimed to identify the relationship
pattern of psychological risk factors, including pathological personality traits, immature defense
mechanisms, and emotion regulation difficulties, in predicting suicidal thoughts in this population.
Methods: This descriptive-correlational study utilized structural equation modeling. A sample of 300
student-athletes majoring in physical education from Islamic Azad University branches in Tehran
was selected via convenience and online sampling. Participants completed the Beck Scale for Suicide
Ideation (BSSI), the Personality Inventory for DSM-5-Short Form (PID-5-SF), the Defense Style
Questionnaire (DSQ-40), and the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS).
Results: The findings revealed that the indirect paths of the personality traits Negative Affect
(B=0.103, P=0.001), Detachment (p=0.102, P=0.001), and Psychoticism ($=0.076, P=0.008) to
suicidal ideation through immature defense mechanisms were significant. Similarly, the indirect paths
of these same traits through emotion regulation difficulties were also significantly associated with
suicidal thoughts (p=0.167, P=0.001; p=0.111, P=0.001; p=0.066, P=0.016, respectively).
Conclusion: The findings confirm that the risk of suicide in student-athletes extends beyond mere
competitive pressures. The combination of pathological personality traits—particularly in negative
affect, detachment, and psychoticism—coupled with the use of immature defenses and an inability to
regulate emotions, forms a powerful psychological risk pattern for the emergence of suicidal ideation
in this group. These results underscore the necessity of developing screening programs and
interventions that address these underlying psychological factors.
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Extended Abstract
Background and Purpose

Suicide represents a critical global public
health issue, accounting for over 703,000
lives lost annually. It is understood as the
endpoint of a continuum that begins with
suicidal ideation, progresses through
planning and preparation, and may
culminate in attempts or completed
suicide. This complex behavior arises
from the intricate interplay of biological,
psychological, and social factors. Among
the most potent predictors are personality
traits, which stabilize in early adulthood.
The DSM-5 outlines specific maladaptive
personality  trait domains—Negative
Affectivity, Detachment, Antagonism,
Disinhibition, and Psychoticism—that are
closely linked to psychopathology and can
distinguish adaptive from maladaptive
functioning.

Defense mechanisms, considered
fundamental components of personality,
help maintain psychological equilibrium
by managing impulses and emotions,
allowing individuals to adapt to sudden
changes in reality or self-concept. These
mechanisms exist on a hierarchy from
mature and adaptive to neurotic and
immature. Similarly, emotion
regulation—the ability to respond to
environmental demands with socially
acceptable, flexible emotional
responses—is crucial for psychological
well-being.  Difficulties in emotion
regulation are associated with a wide range
of maladaptive behaviors, including
suicide.
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Student-athletes face unique
psychological pressures, including the
demands of professional competition,
physical injuries, and heightened social
and personal expectations. These stressors
can exacerbate underlying vulnerabilities,
leading to emotional dysregulation and
reliance  on  maladaptive  defense
mechanisms, thereby increasing the risk of
suicidal ideation. While demographic
factors and personal history are
established risk factors, they are
insufficient to fully predict suicidal
behavior. Therefore, investigating the
roles of underlying psychological
constructs—such as pathological
personality traits, defense styles, and
emotion regulation capacities—is
essential. This study proposes and tests a
model in which maladaptive personality
traits relate to suicidal ideation through the
mediating roles of immature defense
mechanisms and difficulties in emotion
regulation among student-athletes.

Materials and Methods

This study employed a descriptive-
correlational design utilizing structural
equation modeling (SEM). The statistical
population consisted of all student-athletes
majoring in physical education at Islamic
Azad University branches in Tehran.
Based on recommendations for SEM
sample size (approximately 20 participants
per observed variable), a sample of 300
participants was estimated and selected
through convenience and online sampling
via social media platforms (Instagram,
WhatsApp, Telegram).
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Inclusion criteria were: engagement in
professional sports for at least one year,
age between 25 and 45 years, enrollment
at one of the target universities, absence of
physical disabilities or chronic illnesses,
no use of medication for physical or
psychological conditions, no
hospitalization in the past year for physical
or psychological reasons, and no
concurrent or recent psychotherapy.
Incomplete  questionnaire  responses
constituted the exclusion criterion.

Participants completed four self-report
measures:

Beck Scale for Suicide Ideation
(BSSI): Assesses severity of suicidal
thoughts.

Personality Inventory for DSM-5--
Short Form (PID-5-SF): Measures five
maladaptive personality trait domains.
Defense Style Questionnaire (DSQ-
40): Evaluates mature, neurotic, and
immature defense styles.

Difficulties in Emotion Regulation
Scale (DERS): Assesses  multiple
dimensions of emotion regulation
challenges.

Data  analysis involved checking
assumptions (normality, multicollinearity)
and testing the hypothesized structural
model using SPSS-22 and AMOS-24
software.

Results

The sample comprised 126 men (42%) and
174 women (58%), predominantly aged
25-35, with most holding an associate or
bachelor's degree. Univariate normality
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and the absence of multicollinearity were
confirmed.  Goodness-of-fit indices
supported the acceptable fit of both the
measurement and structural models with
the collected data.

The key findings focused on the indirect
pathways in the model: The indirect paths
from negative effectivity (p=0.103,P=0.001),
detachment (=0.102,P=0.001), and
psychoticism (f=0.076, P=0.008) to suicidal
ideation  through immature  defense
mechanisms were positive and significant.
Similarly, the indirect paths from negative
affectivity  ($=0.167,P=0.001), detachment
(B=0.111, P=0.001), and psychoticism
(B=0.066, P=0.016) to suicidal ideation
through difficulties in emotion regulation were
also positive and significant. These results
indicate that the relationships between these
specific pathological personality traits and
suicidal thoughts are significantly mediated by
both the use of immature defenses and
challenges in regulating emotions.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that the
psychological risk profile for suicidal
ideation in student-athletes extends far
beyond the immediate pressures of
competition. The confluence of specific
pathological personality traits—
particularly high levels of Negative
Affectivity, Detachment, and
Psychoticism—with the reliance on
immature defense mechanisms and
significant  difficulties in  emotion
regulation creates a potent vulnerability to
suicidal thoughts.
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The findings suggest that individuals with
high Negative Affectivity may experience
emotional instability and interpersonal
difficulties, leading them to rely on
maladaptive defenses like denial and
avoidance, which impede effective coping.
Those high in Detachment may use
defenses such as autistic fantasy and
projection, fostering social isolation and a
distorted perception of reality. For
individuals with Psychoticism traits, a
breakdown in integrating emotional
experiences may lead to dissociative
defenses and psychotic-like symptoms,
further increasing feelings of alienation
and hopelessness, thereby fueling suicidal
ideation. Concurrently, deficits in emotion
regulation across all these traits prevent
the effective management of negative
emotional states, making suicidal thoughts
a more likely outcome under stress.

These insights underscore the critical need
for proactive mental health screening and
tailored interventions within athletic and
academic settings. Programs aimed at
enhancing emotional awareness, fostering
adaptive coping strategies, and promoting
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mature defense mechanisms could be vital
in mitigating suicide risk. By addressing
these underlying psychological factors,
stakeholders can better protect the mental
well-being of student-athletes, helping
them navigate the unique challenges of
their dual roles. Future research should
aim to overcome the limitations of self-
report data and explore these dynamics in
more diverse clinical and non-clinical
athletic populations.
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evolutionary hypothesis

mature

neurotic

immature

emotion regulation difficulties

Beck Scale for Suicide Ideation

Personality Inventory-100

Defense Style Questionnaire-40

Neo Personality Inventory—Revised

Emotion Regulation Difficulties Scale
non-acceptance of emotional responses
difficulty engaging in goal-directed behavior
impulse control difficulties

limited access to emotion regulation strategies
lack of emotional clarity

acceptance and action questionnaire
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1. suicide
2. personality traits

3. Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders-5

4. pathological personality traits
5. negative affect

6. detachment

7. antagonism

8. disinhibition

9. psychoticism
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