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Abstract

Purpose: The present study aimed to model the mediating role of interpersonal problems in the
relationship between defense mechanisms and suicidal ideation in professional athletes using
structural equation modeling.

Methods: The research design was descriptive—correlational. The statistical population consisted of
all professional athletes in Kermanshah Province in 2022, from whom 220 participants were selected
through convenience sampling. The research instruments included the Defense Mechanisms
Questionnaire—40 developed by Andrews et al. (1993), the Inventory of Interpersonal Problems—47
by Pilkonis et al. (1996), and the Suicide Cognitions Scale developed by Rudd et al. (2010). Data
were analyzed using structural equation modeling.

Results: The results indicated that the indirect path coefficients between mature defense mechanisms
and suicidal ideation (B = —0.134, P<0.01), immature defense mechanisms and suicidal ideation
(B=0.153, P<0.01), and neurotic defense mechanisms and suicidal ideation (p = 0.165, P< 0.01) were
statistically significant.

Conclusion: The findings demonstrated that maladaptive defense mechanisms increase the risk of
suicidal ideation in professional athletes through the intensification of interpersonal problems.
Accordingly, psychological interventions in sport should emphasize the modification of defensive
patterns and the enhancement of interpersonal skills as preventive strategies within athletes’ mental
health programs.
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Extended Abstract
Background and Purpose

More than 800,000 people worldwide die by
suicide each year. Despite extensive
investigations into various risk factors
associated with suicide and efforts to develop
effective preventive strategies, it is projected
that the annual rate of suicide will remain
unchanged until 2030. The limited predictive
power of traditional risk factors (e.g.,
hopelessness and severity of depression) may
partially explain the persistence of suicide
rates over time. Moreover, the majority of
individuals who experience suicidal ideation
do not proceed to attempt suicide. Therefore,
examining influential factors within coherent
theoretical and empirical models has become
increasingly essential.

Individuals with suicidal ideation often
experience significant interpersonal
difficulties in their relationships with others.
Interpersonal problems encompass a wide
range of difficulties, including interpersonal
sensitivity ~ (emotional  reactivity  and
heightened  responsiveness  in  social
interactions),  interpersonal  ambivalence
(simultaneous struggles against others and
difficulty forming close relationships in work
or love), aggression and hostility, need for
social approval (chronic anxiety regarding
others’ evaluations and heightened sensitivity
to rejection), and lack of sociability
(difficulties in social relationships and
discomfort in the presence of others). Defense
mechanisms, as unconscious processes
involved in emotion regulation and conflict
management, play a crucial role in how
individuals process psychological stress and
may facilitate or exacerbate psychological
vulnerability,  thereby influencing the
occurrence and intensity of suicidal ideation.
Defense  mechanisms are unconscious
intrapsychic  processes and involuntary
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patterns of emotion, thought, or behavior that
are activated when individuals face external
stressors or internal psychological processes
that threaten self-concept, self-esteem, and
ego structure.

Suicidal ideation, as one of the most serious
consequences of psychological problems, has
received growing attention in recent years,
particularly among professional athletes.
Despite their high levels of physical fitness,
professional athletes are exposed to
considerable psychological stress due to
competitive pressures, performance
expectations, sports injuries, and strong
identification with the athletic role. In this
context, defense mechanisms, as unconscious
coping patterns, may shape how athletes
process emotions and internal conflicts and
may be directly or indirectly associated with
suicidal ideation. By influencing perception,
emotion regulation, and responses to internal
conflicts, defense mechanisms can
significantly affect the quality of social
interactions and contribute to the emergence or
persistence of interpersonal problems. One
potential pathway linking defense
mechanisms  to  suicidal ideation s
interpersonal difficulties, as  social
interactions, relationships with coaches and
teammates, and support networks play a
critical role in mental health within
professional sports settings. The use of
maladaptive defense mechanisms may disrupt
interpersonal relationships, increase conflict,
and reduce social support, thereby intensifying
suicidal ideation. Despite the importance of
this issue, few studies have simultaneously
examined defense mechanisms, interpersonal
problems, and suicidal ideation among
professional athletes wusing a structural
equation modeling approach. Accordingly,
clarifying the mediating role of interpersonal
problems in the relationship between defense
mechanisms and suicidal ideation may
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contribute to a deeper understanding of
psychological factors affecting athletes’
mental health and inform the development of
preventive and supportive  sport-based
interventions. Therefore, the present study
aimed to model the mediating role of
interpersonal problems in the relationship
between defense mechanisms and suicidal
ideation among professional athletes using
structural equation modeling.

Materials and Methods

The present study employed a descriptive—
correlational design. The statistical population
included all professional athletes in
Kermanshah Province in 2022, from whom
220 participants were selected using
convenience sampling. Exclusion criteria
included being under 25 years of age, having
an educational level below a high school
diploma, not residing in the city of Karaj,
presence of physical disabilities or chronic
illnesses, use of medication for physical or
psychological conditions, hospitalization due
to physical or psychological problems during
the past year, and concurrent participation in
psychotherapy within the previous year.

Research instruments included the Defense
Mechanisms Questionnaire-40 developed by
Andrews et al. (1993), the Interpersonal
Difficulties Scale-47 by Pilkonis et al. (1996),
and the Suicide Cognitions Scale developed
by Rudd et al. (2010). Data were analyzed
using structural equation modeling.

Results

The indirect path coefficients between mature
defense mechanisms and suicidal ideation
(B=-0.134, P<0.01), immature defense
mechanisms and suicidal ideation (f= 0.153,
P<0.01), and neurotic defense mechanisms
and suicidal ideation (= 0.165, P<0.01) were
statistically significant at the .01 level.
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Conclusion

Defense mechanisms play a central role in the
development of a coherent identity, emotion
regulation, and the quality of interpersonal
relationships. Mature defenses promote self-
cohesion and tolerance of intense emotions,
thereby facilitating adaptive emotional
regulation and constructive interpersonal
interactions. In contrast, immature and
neurotic defenses are associated with unstable
self-esteem, emotional dysregulation, and
distortion of reality in relationships. To protect
themselves from overwhelming feelings of
shame and inadequacy, individuals relying on
such defenses tend to project internal threats
onto others, perceiving them as hostile or
threatening, which leads to social withdrawal
and rigid interpersonal patterns. Negative
internal working models are associated with
increased interpersonal sensitivity, self-
critical evaluations, negative self-concept, and
reduced feelings of competence and self-
efficacy. Although these patterns intensify the
need for social approval, distrust and negative
perceptions of others exacerbate interpersonal
ambivalence and intense emotional reactions.
Fear of rejection and negative evaluation,
combined with avoidant coping strategies,
may result in aggression, hostility, impaired
sociability, and  persistent  relational
dissatisfaction, ultimately contributing to
heightened anxiety and depression.

Overall, the findings of the present study
indicate that defense mechanisms are
indirectly related to suicidal ideation,
highlighting the role of mediating
psychological processes in this relationship.
Specifically, mature defense mechanisms, as
indicated by their negative path coefficient,
appear to serve a protective function by
reducing suicidal ideation through improved
emotion  regulation, self-cohesion, and
adaptive coping with psychological stress. In
contrast, the significant positive indirect
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effects of immature and neurotic defenses
suggest that these defense styles, by
undermining emotional regulation,
intensifying internal conflicts, and distorting
emotional experiences, indirectly contribute to
increased suicidal ideation. Thus, the level of
maturity of defense mechanisms plays a
decisive role in pathways leading to suicidal
ideation.

Among the limitations of this study is the use
of a descriptive—correlational design, which
restricts causal inference between variables.
Additionally, convenience sampling and
limiting the population to professional athletes
from a single province reduce the
generalizability of the findings to other
groups, particularly amateur athletes or those
from different geographical regions. The
reliance on self-report measures may also be
influenced by social desirability bias or
participants’ tendency to present themselves
favorably. Furthermore, the lack of control
over contextual variables such as type of sport
(individual vs. team), level of competition,
history of injury, and  concurrent
psychological conditions may have affected
the observed relationships among defense
mechanisms, interpersonal problems, and
suicidal ideation.

Future research is recommended to employ
longitudinal or interventional designs to
examine causal relationships among defense
mechanisms, interpersonal problems, and
suicidal ideation in professional athletes.
Comparative studies across individual and
team sports and different levels of professional
involvement may further clarify the role of the
sporting context in mental health. From an
applied perspective, the findings underscore
the necessity of designing and implementing
sport-based  psychological  interventions
focused on identifying and modifying
maladaptive defense mechanisms, enhancing
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communication skills, and strengthening
interpersonal relationships among athletes. It
is recommended that sport psychologists,
coaches, and technical staff integrate
psychological training into athletic programs
as a preventive strategy to reduce suicidal
ideation and promote mental health among
professional athletes.
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6. mature

7. neurotic

8. immature

9. Neo Personality Inventory—Revised
6. openness

7. agreeableness

8. conscientiousness

9. political behavior

10. NEO Five-Factor Inventory

11. Minnesota Multiphasic  Personality
Inventory (MMPI)

12. Altruistic Behaviors Inventory

13. Political Behavior Inventory
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