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Abstract

Purpose: Anxiety is the body’s natural response to perceived future threats, often manifesting as
feelings of worry, fear, and stress. The aim of the present study was to predict anxiety in athlete
students based on integrative self-knowledge and to examine the mediating role of mentalization.
Methods: This research employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural equation
modeling (SEM). The statistical population included all athlete students enrolled in physical
education and sport sciences at the University of Qom. A total of 460 participants were selected
through convenience sampling, with the final sample comprising 453 individuals after exclusions.
The instruments used in this study included the Beck Anxiety Inventory, the Integrative Self-
Knowledge Scale, and the Dimitrijevi¢ et al.'s Mentalization Scale. Structural model fit was assessed
using fit indices via SPSS and AMOS software.

Results: Results indicated that anxiety significantly predicted integrative self-knowledge in athlete
students (p = -0.400, p = 0.001). Additionally, anxiety was significantly predicted by mentalization
(B = -0.449, p = 0.001), and through mentalization as a mediator, it also significantly predicted
integrative self-knowledge in athlete students (B = 0.324, p = 0.001).

Conclusion: The results demonstrated that anxiety can significantly predict integrative self-
knowledge, with mentalization serving as a mediating factor among athlete students. Therefore, it is
recommended that interventions targeting the enhancement of integrative self-knowledge and
mentalization be considered to reduce anxiety levels in this population.
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Extended Abstract
Background and Purpose

Anxiety is a natural and adaptive response to
perceived future threats, yet when it becomes
excessive or chronic it can significantly
impair psychological functioning, academic
performance, and athletic achievement.
Among athlete students, anxiety may be
particularly salient due to the simultaneous
pressures of academic obligations and sport-
related demands such as competition,
performance expectations, injury risk, and
training load. In this population, elevated
anxiety can compromise concentration,
decision-making,  self-confidence, and
regulation of emotion and arousal—all of
which are critical to both learning and athletic
performance. Within contemporary
psychology, coherent (integrative) self-
knowledge has emerged as a key construct in
understanding  psychological adjustment.
Integrative self-knowledge refers to the
ability to form, maintain, and use a cohesive
understanding of one’s own experiences,
traits, emotions, and goals. Individuals with
higher integrative self-knowledge tend to
interpret life events more coherently, draw
meaningful connections between their
thoughts and feelings, and respond more
adaptively to stressors. In contrast, low
integrative self-knowledge may contribute to
confusion about one’s identity, difficulty in
emotion regulation, and vulnerability to
anxiety and other forms of distress.

A related and increasingly important
construct is mentalization, defined as the
capacity to understand, interpret, and reflect
upon one’s own and others’ mental states
(e.g., thoughts, feelings, intentions, and
desires). Mentalization allows individuals to
make sense of their inner experiences and
social interactions, to anticipate others’
reactions, and to regulate their emotions more
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effectively. Deficits in mentalization are
associated  with  higher  levels  of
psychological difficulties, including anxiety.
Despite the theoretical relevance of
integrative self-knowledge and mentalization
to anxiety, empirical research examining
these relationships in athlete student
populations is still limited. The present study
addresses this gap by investigating whether
anxiety in athlete students can be predicted
based on integrative (coherent) self-
knowledge and by examining the mediating
role of mentalization in this relationship.
Specifically, the study tests a structural
model in which anxiety predicts
mentalization  and  integrative  self-
knowledge, and mentalization in turn
mediates the link between anxiety and
coherent self-knowledge.

Methods

This study employed a descriptive—
correlational design within the framework of
structural equation modeling (SEM). The
target population comprised all athlete
students enrolled in physical education and
sport sciences at the University of Qom. The
choice of this population reflects the
particular dual pressures faced by these
students, who must manage both university-
level academic responsibilities and regular
athletic training and competition.

A total of 460 athlete students were initially
selected using a convenience sampling
method. After data screening and removal of
incomplete or invalid responses, the final
sample consisted of 453 students, providing
adequate statistical power for SEM analyses.
Participants completed a battery of
standardized  self-report  questionnaires
during scheduled sessions under the
supervision of trained administrators, with
confidentiality and voluntary participation
emphasized.
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Three main instruments were used:
Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI)

The BAI is a widely used, well-validated
measure for assessing the severity of anxiety
symptoms. It captures cognitive, emotional,
and physiological aspects of anxiety, with
higher scores indicating greater anxiety. In
this study, the BAI provided the primary
indicator of anxiety in athlete students.

Integrative Self-Knowledge Scale

This scale assesses the degree to which
individuals possess coherent, integrated self-
knowledge. It evaluates how well
respondents can connect their experiences
and internal states into a meaningful whole,
understand themselves across time and
situations, and use self-knowledge for
adaptive functioning. Higher scores reflect
greater integrative self-knowledge and a
more coherent sense of self.

Dimitrijevi¢ et al.’s Mentalization Scale

This instrument measures mentalization—
the ability to perceive and interpret one’s own
and others’ mental states. It taps into
reflective functioning, empathy, and the
capacity for nuanced understanding of
psychological processes within the self and in
interpersonal contexts. Higher scores indicate
stronger mentalization capacity.

Data analyses were conducted using SPSS
for preliminary descriptive statistics and
correlations, and AMOS for structural
equation modeling. The hypothesized model
included direct paths from anxiety to
integrative self-knowledge and from anxiety
to mentalization, as well as an indirect path
from anxiety to integrative self-knowledge
via mentalization as a mediator. Standard
SEM fit indices (such as comparative fit
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indices and error indices) were used to assess
the adequacy of the model. The significance
level for testing hypothesized paths was set at
P=0.001, reflecting a conservative approach
to reduce Type I error.

Results

SEM results supported the hypothesized
relationships among anxiety, integrative self-
knowledge, and mentalization in athlete
students. First, the analysis showed that
anxiety significantly predicted integrative
self-knowledge with a standardized path
coefficient of p=-0.400,P=0.001. \beta = -
0.400, \quad P=0.001. p=—0.400,P=0.001.

This negative coefficient indicates that higher
levels of anxiety are associated with lower
levels of integrative self-knowledge. In
practical terms, as anxiety increases, athlete
students appear less able to maintain a
coherent and integrated understanding of
themselves. Their self-concept may become
fragmented, their interpretation of internal
experiences more inconsistent, and their
ability to use self-knowledge adaptively
reduced. Second, anxiety significantly
predicted mentalization with a standardized
coefficient of p=—0.449,P=0.001. \beta = -
0.449, \quad P=0.001. =—0.449,P=0.001.

This finding suggests that elevated anxiety is
linked to a reduction in mentalization
capacity. Anxious athlete students may find it
more difficult to accurately identify and
interpret their own feelings and thoughts, as
well as to infer and understand the mental
states of others. Under conditions of
heightened  anxiety,  their  reflective
functioning may be compromised, potentially
leading to misunderstandings in social
interactions and less effective emotion
regulation. Third, the model revealed a
significant indirect effect of anxiety on
integrative self-knowledge through
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mentalization as a mediator, with a
standardized coefficient of $=0.324,P=0.001.
\beta = 0324, \quad P= 0.001.
$=0.324,P=0.001.

This mediational pathway indicates that
anxiety affects integrative self-knowledge
not only directly, but also indirectly by
undermining mentalization. In other words,
part of the reason why higher anxiety is
associated with less coherent self-knowledge
is that anxiety diminishes the capacity to
mentalize. When athlete students are highly
anxious, they struggle more to reflect on their
mental states in a nuanced way, and this
impaired mentalization contributes to a less
integrated sense of self. Taken together, the
pattern of coefficients demonstrates a
coherent and theoretically meaningful
structure: higher anxiety is linked to lower
mentalization and reduced integrative self-
knowledge, and mentalization plays a
significant mediating role in the relationship
between anxiety and coherent self-
knowledge.

Conclusions

The findings of this study provide important
insight into the psychological mechanisms by
which anxiety affects athlete students. The
negative association between anxiety and
integrative self-knowledge suggests that
elevated anxiety can erode the coherence of
the self-concept. For athlete students, who
must navigate multiple roles—as students,
athletes, and often as young adults dealing
with personal and social development—this
loss of coherence may lead to confusion
about priorities, difficulties in decision-
making, and vulnerability to further
emotional distress. The strong negative link
between anxiety and  mentalization
underscores the idea that anxiety can narrow
attention, increase preoccupation with threat,
and reduce the capacity for reflective
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thinking. When anxiety is high, athletes may
become more reactive and less able to step
back and think about their own or others’
mental states in a balanced way. This can
affect team dynamics, coach-athlete
relationships, and the ability to learn from
experiences during training and competition.
Crucially, the mediating role of mentalization
highlights that one pathway through which
anxiety undermines integrative  self-
knowledge is via its impact on reflective
functioning. If interventions can strengthen
mentalization—helping athlete students to
better understand and articulate their inner
experiences—this may buffer the negative
effects of anxiety on coherent self-
knowledge. Improved mentalization can
enable students to give meaning to their
emotions, organize their experiences into a
more coherent narrative, and use self-
knowledge to cope more effectively with
stress.

The results indicate that anxiety is a
significant predictor of integrative (coherent)
self-knowledge among athlete students and
that mentalization constitutes a key
mediating mechanism in this relationship.
High levels of anxiety appear to weaken both
the capacity to mentalize and the ability to
maintain an integrated understanding of the
self. From an applied perspective, these
findings underscore the importance of
psychological interventions targeting both
self-knowledge and mentalization in athlete
student populations. Programs such as
reflective group discussions, mental skills
training, mindfulness-based interventions,
and mentalization-focused counseling could
help athletes to explore and organize their
internal experiences more coherently and to
better understand their own and others’
mental states. Such interventions may reduce
anxiety, enhance resilience, and promote
psychological well-being and more stable
performance in sport settings. In conclusion,
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integrative self-knowledge and mentalization
emerge as important resources for athlete
students facing high levels of anxiety. By
strengthening these capacities, it may be
possible to mitigate anxiety’s negative
impact and support healthier psychological
functioning and performance among athletes
in academic environments.
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