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Objective: An important issue in discussions of mental health is suicide. The present
research seeks to explore the mediating role of defense mechanisms in the relationship
of ego strength and schema modes with suicidal ideation. The research is of an applied
type conducted through a descriptive-correlational method.

Method: The research population consisted of all the divorced women under the support
of Imam Khomeini Relief Committee in Isfahan County. The study participants were
selected through multistage sampling. Totally, 367 women made up the research sample,
and the required data were extracted from them using the psychosocial inventory of ego
strengths (PIES) (Markstrom et al., 1997), the schema modes questionnaire (Young et
al., 2008), the Beck scale for suicidal ideation (BSSI) (Beck et al., 1961), and the defense
styles questionnaire (Andrews et al., 1993).

Results: Authors As the Pearson correlation values showed, dysfunctional attitudes,
immature defense mechanisms and neurotic defense mechanisms had a positive and
significant correlation with suicidal tendencies (p-value < .01). In contrast, efficient
mental modes, ego strength and mature defense mechanisms emerged to be negatively
and significantly correlated to suicidal tendencies (p-value < .01). Also, the path analysis
of the issue indicated the mediating role of defense mechanisms in the relationship of
ego strength and schema modes with suicidal ideation.

Conclusions: As a mediating variable, defense mechanisms play a considerable role in
the relationship of ego strength and schema modes with suicidal thoughts
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Introduction

The significant issue in some sciences, especially psychology, sociology and psychiatry, is
suicide. It is defined as deliberate and conscious self-termination (Rashid, et al. 2016). As
research shows, factors such as gender, widowhood, being single or divorced, lack of children,
poverty and domestic problems in childhood are related to suicide (Setoudeh, 2016). Of these
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factors, divorce has been found to be a major cause of suicide with more adverse consequences
in women than in men (Mohammadi, Sepehri Shamlou & Asghari Ebrahimabad, 2019).
Another set of factors inducing suicidal thoughts is of a cognitive type, such as schema modes
(Habibi , et al. (2013). Schema modes are the emotional states or adaptive and maladaptive
responses that arise instantly on critical occasions. These modes are categorized into functional
and dysfunctional. The latter type is associated with unmet basic needs, internalized parents’
traits, and predominant negative feelings. Functional schema modes, however, have an integrity
with other schemas and are highly flexible in line with one’s needs and values (Young, et al
2019). Based on Grazka et al. (2023), dysfunctional schema modes account for suicidal
tendencies. Besides, ego strength is known as another factor related to suicidal tendencies and
mental health disorders. This factor represents one’s attitudes toward life problems, acts as a
common reaction to disappointment, and undermines compatibility and emotions at individual
and social levels (Vaillant, 1971; Sayin, Mutluay & Sindel, 2007). A weak ego makes the
individual retreat from his or her outer world to the inner world (Sivandian et al., 2016). In this
regard, defense mechanisms are among the factors that induce a tendency for suicide. If a person
fails to directly resolve and manage his or her anxiety or other problems, defense mechanisms
come into the play to indirectly take the task over (Khodapanahi, 2011). The person’s level of
maturity and rate of anxiety determine the type of defense to apply (Corey, et al., 2010). Thus,
defenses serve significantly to maintain one’s mental health and lower the chances for suicide.
Suicide is more common among divorced women. Due to its importance and urgency, a great
bulk of research has been dedicated to it and to the factors involved. However, the research
conducted on the divorced women supported by the Relief Committee is almost lacking.
Considering the research gap in this case, the present study seeks to examine how suicidal
ideation is related to schema modes, ego strength and defense mechanisms. The findings may
help to prevent the occurrence of suicides.

Method

The present study is an applied type in terms of purpose and a descriptive-correlational type in
terms of method. The research population consisted of all the 8642 divorced women supported
by Imam Khomeini Relief Committee in Isfahan County. The sampling method was a
multistage one, and the inclusion criteria were a) having a history at Imam Khomeini Relief
Committee, b) having a divorce document, and c) being consented and free enough to answer
the questionnaires. The exclusion criteria were the change of marital status during the research
and incomplete questionnaires. The data collection tools included the defense styles
questionnaire (Andrews et al., 1993), the psychosocial inventory of ego strengths (PIES)
(Markstrom et al., 1997), the Beck scale for suicidal ideation (BSSI) (Beck et al., 1961), and
the schema modes questionnaire (Young et al., 2008). The sample size was determined on the
basis of the Morgan and Krejcie table. Considering the likely exclusion of some participants,
the sample size was decided to be 400. Finally, with the incomplete questionnaires deleted, 367
remained to enter the process of data analysis.
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Results

The mean values obtained from the calculations were found to be 105.95 for childish
dysfunctional mental modes, 97.20 for dysfunctional coping modes, 51.75 for dysfunctional
parent modes, 78.45 for functional modes, 225.53 for ego strength, 45.74 for mature
mechanisms, 117.32 for immature defense mechanisms, 43.94 for neurotic mechanisms, and
5.05 for suicidal thoughts. Moreover, the correlations of suicidal ideation to schema modes, ego
strength and defense mechanisms were examined and found significant. The fitness of the
model was examined too. Considering the whole set of the calculated fitness indices, the model
of how defense mechanisms mediate the relationship of schema modes and ego strength to
suicidal thoughts proved to be fit.

In addition, all the path indices for the relationships between schema modes and suicidal
ideation were significant. These indices were for the relationships of schema modes to defense
mechanisms, ego strength to defense mechanisms, and defense mechanisms to suicide
tendencies. The levels of significance for the mediating role of defense mechanisms in the
relationship between schema modes and suicidal thoughts were determined through the
bootstrap method. Based on the results, schema modes affected suicidal thoughts indirectly,
i.e., through defense mechanisms, but significantly. Similarly, the effect of ego strength on
suicidal thoughts emerged to be significant and indirect through defense mechanisms.

Conclusions
In this research, it was shown that defense mechanisms mediate the relationship of schema

modes and ego strength with suicidal ideation. To understand the relationship between schema
modes and suicidal ideation, one should note the traits of individual modes. In this regard, each
mode is found associated with negative feelings and a dysfunctional behavioral pattern, which
may lead to a tendency for suicide (Grazka et al., 2023; Leppénen et al., 2015). In contrast,
functional modes of thinking are concerned with working, childrearing, taking responsibilities,
setting up healthy interpersonal relationships, and the like. These modes induce inner
satisfaction and a sense of being valued. Individuals are, thus, safe from the risk of suicide
(Raffaelli et al., 2010).

The relationship between ego strength and suicidal moods can be better understood with the
ability of ego strength to make a balance among id, superego and external reality. If ego fails
to fulfill its duties, there appear anxiety and other psychological problems. As a result, in the
face of a crisis, the individual has less self-restraint and resilience and is pushed toward
maladaptive defense mechanisms and strategies such as self-harming behaviors (Ghadiri et al.,
2023).

Considering the significant correlation of schema modes and defense mechanisms,
dysfunctional schema modes are associated with disconcerting emotions and self-harming
behaviors. To avoid such adverse emotions, the individual turns to immature defense
mechanisms. However, those with functional modes possess problem-solving skills, self-
satisfaction, and mental health. All these traits enhance the use of mature defense mechanisms
(Young, Klosko & Weishaar 2019; Arntz & Jacob, 2013).
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As for the relationship between ego strength and defense mechanisms, if weak ego strength
leads to incurring anxiety, sense of failure and inability to control emotions, any attempt to
escape this situation makes the individual use immature and neurotic defense strategies (Corey
etal., 2010).

The present study provides valuable insights for experts in the fields of divorce, divorced
women, and suicide. It is advisable for psychologists to mitigate the problem by exploring the
factors that induce suicidal thoughts in the divorced women under organizational support,
raising their awareness of ego strength, holding educational workshops regarding schema
modes and immature defense mechanisms, and teaching the ways of coping with these
mechanisms in therapy sessions.

Like any other study, this research has certain limitations. Since it was conducted only on the
divorced women supported by the Relief Committee, the reported results cannot be safely
generalized to other groups of divorcees.
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