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ABSTRACT

The aim of this study was to investigate the relationship between executive
function deficits and smartphone addiction with the mediating role of difficulties
in emotion regulation among young adults aged 20 to 35 in Qom province. The
study used a descriptive-correlational design based on structural equation
modeling. The statistical population included all young adults aged 20 to 35 in
Qom province, from whom 200 participants were selected through convenience
sampling using the Morgan table. Data were collected using the Smartphone
Addiction Scale-Short Version (SAS-SV), the Behavior Rating Inventory of
Executive Function-Adult Version (BRIEF-A), and the Difficulties in Emotion
Regulation Scale (DERS-16). Data analysis was conducted using Pearson
correlation and path analysis in SPSS and AMOS software. The results indicated
no significant relationship between deficits in behavioral regulation skills and
smartphone addiction. However, deficits in metacognitive skills showed a
positive and significant relationship with smartphone addiction. In addition,
difficulties in emotion regulation were positively and significantly related to
executive function deficits and smartphone addiction. The findings highlight the
importance of executive function deficits and emotion regulation difficulties as
factors associated with smartphone addiction among young adults. Since the
findings are correlational, causal conclusions cannot be drawn.
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Introduction

Heart failure is one of the most common chronic and life-threatening diseases worldwide and is
often accompanied by significant psychological distress. Patients with heart failure frequently
experience anxiety, depression, and existential preoccupation with death, which can lead to
maladaptive emotional and behavioral responses. Persistent thoughts about death and the
uncertainty of the disease’s progression may activate primitive psychological defenses.
Understanding how death obsession and coping strategies predict immature defense
mechanisms can contribute to developing psychological interventions aimed at improving
emotional adaptation and quality of life in this population. The present study sought to examine
the predictive roles of death obsession and coping strategies on immature defense mechanisms
among patients with heart failure.

Method

This study employed a descriptive—correlational design and was conducted among patients with
heart failure residing on Kish Island, Iran, during 2022-2023. Using purposive sampling, 310
participants aged between 55 and 65 years were recruited based on Klein’s formula. Inclusion
criteria included a confirmed diagnosis of heart failure, no concurrent psychiatric disorder or
psychological treatment, and consent to participate. Data were collected using the Defense Style
Questionnaire (DSQ-40; Andrews et al., 1993), the Death Obsession Scale (DOS; Abdel-
Khalek, 1998), and the Coping Strategies Scale (CSS; Billings & Moos, 1981). Cronbach’s
alpha coefficients for all instruments exceeded 0.70, confirming satisfactory reliability.
Statistical analyses, including Pearson correlation and multiple regression, were conducted
using SPSS and AMOS software.

Results

The mean age of the participants was 58.1 years (SD = 2.38), and 56.1% were female.
Correlational results showed significant positive relationships between death obsession and
immature defense mechanisms (r = 0.32, p < .001), and between ineffective coping strategies
and immature defenses (r = 0.40, p < .001). In contrast, effective coping strategies were
significantly and negatively correlated with both death obsession (r = —0.53, p < .001) and
immature defenses (r =-0.51, p <.001).

Regression analysis demonstrated that death obsession (f = 0.339, p < .001) and ineffective
coping strategies (B = 0.386, p < .001) positively predicted immature defenses, while effective
coping strategies (f = —0.475, p < .001) were a strong negative predictor. The overall model
explained 28.4% of the variance (Adjusted R? = 0.284) in immature defense mechanisms,
indicating that psychological factors such as death preoccupation and coping styles play a
significant role in defensive functioning among cardiac patients.

Discussion

The findings revealed that individuals with high levels of death obsession tend to experience
persistent death-related thoughts and existential anxiety, which increase emotional arousal and
cognitive tension. When adaptive coping mechanisms are insufficient, such individuals often
resort to immature defenses (e.g., denial, projection, acting out) as temporary means of reducing
anxiety. These defenses, however, distort reality and prevent emotional integration. Conversely,
individuals using effective, problem-focused coping strategies (e.g., acceptance, seeking
support) rely less on immature defenses and exhibit healthier emotional regulation.

From a neuropsychological and psychodynamic perspective, chronic confrontation with
mortality, as seen in heart failure, may weaken ego strength and cognitive control, leading to
overactivation of primitive defenses. This aligns with previous research suggesting that death-
related anxiety and poor coping skills are significant predictors of psychological maladjustment
in chronic illness. The results support the integration of emotion regulation training, acceptance
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and commitment therapy (ACT), and existential psychotherapy in the psychological care of
heart failure patients. Such interventions can reduce the intensity of death-related rumination,
promote adaptive coping, and enhance psychological resilience.

Conclusion

This study highlights the significant predictive roles of death obsession and coping strategies in
immature defense mechanisms among patients with heart failure. The findings emphasize that
while death obsession and ineffective coping increase reliance on immature defenses, the use of
effective coping strategies can mitigate such effects. Clinicians and health psychologists are
encouraged to address existential anxiety and promote adaptive coping patterns as part of
comprehensive cardiac rehabilitation. Future research should adopt longitudinal designs and
include neuropsychological assessments or qualitative approaches to explore the mechanisms
through which mortality awareness influences defensive processes.
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