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Defense Mechanisms and Competition Anxiety in Students with Risky Behaviors
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Abstract

The present study was conducted with the aim of investigating the effectiveness of
acceptance and commitment-based hope training on mature defense mechanisms and
competition anxiety in students with risky behaviors. The research method was quasi-
experimental with a pretest—posttest and follow-up design, including an experimental
group and a control group. The statistical population consisted of all lower secondary
school students engaged in risky behaviors, from which 40 students were selected
purposefully according to inclusion and exclusion criteria and were randomly
assigned to the experimental and control groups. All participants were assessed in
three phases of the study using the research instruments. These instruments included
the Mature Defense Mechanisms Scale (Andrews, 1993) and the Competition
Anxiety Scale (Yousefi, 2023). While the control group was placed on a waiting list,
the experimental group received eight 90-minute sessions of acceptance and
commitment-based hope training. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics
(mean and standard deviation) and repeated measures analysis of variance. The
results indicated that both methods were effective in improving the dependent
variables. Based on these findings, it can be concluded that this method can be applied
to improve mature defense mechanisms and reduce competition anxiety in students

with risky behaviors.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Adolescence is a sensitive stage of development marked by rapid physical, psychological, and social changes
that shape the individual’s personality and future trajectory. Research consistently emphasizes that this period
is associated with heightened vulnerability to emotional and behavioral problems, including tendencies toward
high-risk behaviors such as aggression, substance use, unsafe social interactions, and school avoidance (Miller
& Campo, 2021). In recent years, these issues have received increased attention as they not only compromise
the well-being of adolescents but also pose significant challenges to families and educational systems (Wang
& Ji, 2025).

A critical factor contributing to the escalation of risky behaviors is the adolescent’s reliance on immature or
maladaptive defense mechanisms, which may undermine their ability to regulate stress and respond effectively
to environmental challenges (Besharat et al., 2018). Defense mechanisms are unconscious strategies
employed to reduce anxiety, and while mature defenses—such as humor, altruism, problem-solving, and
sublimation—support adaptive functioning, immature defenses are linked to maladjustment and vulnerability
(Ghazali et al., 2021). Empirical research has confirmed that adolescents at higher risk of psychological
disorders or maladaptive functioning often demonstrate lower reliance on mature defenses (Boldrini et al.,
2020). Strengthening these mechanisms, therefore, represents a promising target for psychological
interventions.

Another construct central to adolescent well-being is hope, which acts as a motivational force directing
individuals toward goals while fostering resilience against adversity. Hope is particularly relevant during
adolescence, as it enables young individuals to perceive their future as attainable and to invest energy in goal
pursuit (Cicek, 2021). The protective role of hope has been highlighted in its association with better coping,
stronger resilience, and greater academic achievement (Henderson & Roberts, 2020). In contrast,
hopelessness is strongly correlated with maladaptive coping and a higher likelihood of risk-taking behaviors
(Bojanowska & Piotrowski, 2019).

Alongside defense mechanisms and hope, competition anxiety emerges as another critical factor in adolescent
development. Competitive environments, particularly in education and extracurricular contexts, exert
considerable psychological pressure on adolescents. While moderate competition may enhance performance,
excessive competition frequently results in heightened anxiety, diminished self-esteem, and impaired social
functioning (Canning et al., 2020). Moreover, longitudinal findings show that competitive video gaming and
related peer dynamics can exacerbate behavioral issues and conduct problems in children and adolescents
(Lobel et al., 2019). The interplay between competition and cooperation further complicates adolescents’
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ability to regulate emotions in group settings (Hoffmann et al., 2018). Given these dynamics, competition
anxiety represents a significant barrier to optimal adolescent development.

One of the therapeutic approaches that has shown promise in addressing these concerns is Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT), a third-wave behavioral therapy emphasizing acceptance of internal
experiences, mindfulness, and value-driven action. ACT promotes psychological flexibility, enabling
individuals to disengage from maladaptive cognitive fusion and experiential avoidance, while pursuing actions
aligned with personal values (Henderson & Roberts, 2021). Studies have demonstrated ACT’s effectiveness
in enhancing emotion regulation, reducing symptoms of depression and anxiety, and increasing resilience in
adolescents (Akbari Dehghi & Molaei, 2025; Kord Tamini & Gordehani, 2024). Moreover, ACT has proven
beneficial in improving self-control among adolescents with internet addiction (Bina Vajargahi et al., 2024),
alleviating behavioral problems (Moharrami et al., 2024), and reducing internalizing symptoms such as
distress in children with chronic conditions (Madani & Ebrahimzadeh, 2024).

The integration of hope-based strategies with ACT has recently been explored as an innovative approach.
Esmaeili Pour and colleagues (Esmaeili Pour et al., 2025) developed a structured life-hope training package
grounded in ACT principles specifically designed for adolescents with risky behaviors. This intervention
emphasizes living hopefully in the present, clarifying values, engaging in committed action, and cultivating
mindful acceptance of painful experiences. Early findings suggest that this combined model may foster greater
improvements in psychological functioning than ACT alone.

In addition, contextual studies in Iran underscore the importance of considering cultural and developmental
factors in adolescent interventions. Haj Hosseini et al. (Haj Hosseini et al., 2024) highlighted the role of
religious identity in adolescent development, while Sobhani Najafabadi et al. (Sobhani Najafabadi et al.,
2024) demonstrated the effectiveness of communication-based training in reducing aggression and social
anxiety. Likewise, evidence from studies employing transdiagnostic, psychodynamic, and mindfulness-based
approaches has further shown that adolescents benefit from structured interventions targeting defense
mechanisms, anxiety, and coping processes (Jafari et al., 2022; Mahboudi Kamal et al., 2022; Moazzami
Goudarzi et al., 2023; Shams et al., 2022; Sohaili Salek et al., 2022).

Given these theoretical and empirical insights, the current study was designed to evaluate the effectiveness of
life-hope training based on ACT in improving mature defense mechanisms and reducing competition anxiety
among adolescents engaged in risky behaviors.

Methods and Materials

The study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest—posttest and follow-up structure, including
experimental and control groups. The statistical population consisted of junior high school students engaged
in high-risk behaviors during the 2023-2024 academic year. From this population, 40 students meeting
inclusion and exclusion criteria were selected purposefully and randomly assigned to the experimental or
control group.

The experimental group participated in eight 90-minute sessions of life-hope training based on ACT, while the
control group was placed on a waiting list. Research instruments included the Defense Style Questionnaire
(DSQ; Andrews et al., 1993) focusing on mature defenses, and the Competition Anxiety Scale (Yousefi, 2023).
Data were collected at three stages—pretest, posttest, and follow-up—and analyzed using descriptive statistics
(mean and standard deviation) and repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA).

Findings

The descriptive results indicated that participants in the experimental group showed significant improvements
in mature defense mechanisms and reductions in competition anxiety compared to the control group across
posttest and follow-up phases.
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Inferential analysis using repeated measures ANOVA confirmed that the main effect of time and the interaction
between time and group were statistically significant for both dependent variables. Specifically, in mature
defense mechanisms, the interaction effect explained over 82% of the variance, demonstrating substantial
improvements in the experimental group compared to the control. Similarly, competition anxiety showed
significant reductions, with the interaction effect explaining over 66% of the variance.

Post-hoc Bonferroni comparisons revealed that differences between the experimental and control groups were
not significant at pretest but became highly significant at both posttest and follow-up stages. These findings
indicate the robustness and sustainability of the intervention effects.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study provide strong evidence for the effectiveness of life-hope training based on ACT in
enhancing mature defense mechanisms and reducing competition anxiety among adolescents with risky
behaviors. By integrating hope into the ACT framework, the intervention promoted adaptive coping strategies,
reduced maladaptive defenses, and mitigated the psychological pressures associated with competitive contexts.
The improvement in mature defenses suggests that adolescents acquired healthier coping methods such as
problem-solving, humor, and self-care, replacing maladaptive strategies with constructive responses. This
aligns with previous research demonstrating that ACT strengthens emotion regulation and resilience while
reducing behavioral problems and impulsivity.

The reduction in competition anxiety further highlights the utility of this intervention in educational and social
contexts where adolescents often face intense pressures. By cultivating mindfulness, acceptance, and value-
oriented behavior, adolescents were better able to manage performance-related stress and resist maladaptive
comparisons with peers.

Overall, this study extends existing literature by providing empirical support for a novel intervention that
combines hope training with ACT principles. Its practical implications include potential integration into school
counseling programs and adolescent health promotion initiatives. By fostering hope and adaptive defense
mechanisms while alleviating competition anxiety, this approach contributes meaningfully to adolescent
psychological well-being and reduces the likelihood of engagement in high-risk behaviors.
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