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Extended Abstract

Introduction: Psychological distress is a state of mental and emotional turmoil,
encompassing depression, anxiety, and stress (Egan, Daly & Delaney, 2016). High levels of
psychological distress can lead to negative psychological and physical consequences,
impairing an individual's ability to function effectively in key areas of life and, in severe
cases, meeting the criteria for clinical disorders (McPherson et al., 2021; Necho et al., 2021).
Anxiety disorders, in particular, impose a substantial burden, often becoming chronic and
contributing to costs related to psychiatric care and diminished educational and occupational
performance (Ganji, 2021). Prolonged depression can further reduce motivation, impair
decision-making, and significantly affect interpersonal relationships, with a strong link with
suicidal behavior (Ceri & Cicek, 2021). University students are especially vulnerable to
psychological distress due to academic pressures, early adulthood challenges, and social
expectations (Moskow, Lipson & Tompson, 2022). Elevated psychological distress in
students not only affects their emotional well-being but also impairs cognitive function and
academic outcomes, increasing the risk of dropout (Amengual, Badii, Baroy & et al., 2022).
This distress can trigger a negative cycle where academic difficulties exacerbate mental
health issues, further hindering students' academic and social engagement (Lipson &
Eisenberg, 2018). Given the significant long-term implications, addressing psychological
distress among students is critical to preventing both immediate academic consequences and
future mental health challenges.

Research indicates that poor family functioning plays a crucial role in increasing
psychological distress (Benito-Gomez et al., 2019). According to the McMaster Model,
family functioning includes dimensions such as problem-solving, communication, emotional
involvement, and behavior control (Miller et al., 2000). Dysfunctional family environments
can lead to the development of both internalizing problems like depression and anxiety and
externalizing behaviors such as substance abuse and aggression among adolescents and
young adults (Dolz-del-Castellar & Oliver, 2021; Du & Kim, 2020). Therefore, it can be
concluded that optimal family functioning predicts a reduction in psychological distress
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components among students, while poor family functioning and its associated deficiencies
predict an increase in these components. However, the mechanism underlying this
relationship remains unclear. It is hypothesized that the mediating factor that explains this
relationship satisfaction level of the basic psychological needs, as outlined in self-
determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2019). This theory identifies three fundamental needs—
autonomy, competence, and relatedness—that are essential for healthy psychological
functioning. Autonomy refers to the sense of control over one's actions, competence reflects
the need to feel effective in life areas, and relatedness involves the desire for supportive
relationships (Ryan & Deci, 2017; Yang et al., 2018). Research indicates that environments
supporting these needs enhance students' motivation, well-being, and resilience against stress
(Novak et al., 2021; Li et al., 2021). The impact of family functioning on students’ basic
psychological needs has been examined in relatively few studies. Positive family
environments are associated with higher satisfaction of these needs, whereas poor family
functioning reduces their fulfillment, that may indirectly increase psychological distress
(Esmaeili Shahna et al., 2019). However, despite previous studies examining these variables,
there is a lack of research investigating the mediating role of basic psychological needs in the
relationship between family functioning and psychological distress components among
students. Explaining this relationship may help provide interventions that reduce students'
psychological distress by improving satisfaction level of their basic psychological needs.
Methodology: This descriptive-correlational study used structural equation modeling (SEM)
to explore the mediating role of Basic Psychological Needs in the relationship between
Family Functioning and Psychological Distress among university students. The statistical
population included all university students in Tehran during the 2021-2022 academic year,
from which 237 students were selected through convenience sampling. They responded
online to the Family Assessment Device (FAD), the Basic Psychological Needs Satisfaction
Scale, and the Depression-Anxiety-Stress Scale (DASS-21). The inclusion criteria were
being a student with both parents present in the family, while exclusion criteria included
parental separation and non-responding to more than five percent of survey items. Before
beginning, participants received instructions on how to respond and were assured that their
responses would not be linked to their identities. Ethical principles, including obtaining
informed consent and not using data for other purposes, were fully adhered to. After data
collection and initial analyses, structural equation modeling was used to examine the
mediation model of Basic Psychological Needs (i.e., Autonomy, Competence, and
Relatedness) in the relationship between Family Functioning and components of
Psychological Distress (Depression, Anxiety, and Stress).

Findings: The Mean and Standard Deviation of the participants' ages were 20.45 and 2.50,
respectively. 106 participants (44.72%) were female and 131 participants (55.27%) were
male. Also, about education level, 134 people (56.54%) were undergraduate students, 88
people (37.13%) were master's students, and 15 people (6.33%) were doctoral students.
There is a significant positive correlation between poor Family Functioning and
Psychological Distress components, namely Depression (r = 0.49, p < 0.01), Anxiety (r =
0.36, p < 0.01), and Stress (r = 0.51, p < 0.01). There is a significant negative correlation
between Family Dysfunction and Basic Psychological Needs, namely Autonomy (r = -0.58, p
< 0.01), Competence (r = -0.55, p < 0.01), and Relatedness (r = -0.50, p < 0.01). There is a
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significant negative correlation between Autonomy and Depression (r = -0.60, p < 0.01),
Anxiety (r = -0.44, p < 0.01), and Stress (r = -0.54, p < 0.01). There is a significant negative
correlation between Competence and Depression (r = -0.72, p < 0.01), Anxiety (r=-0.41,p <
0.01), and Stress (r = -0.56, p < 0.01). There is a significant negative correlation between
Relatedness and Depression (r = -0.58, p < 0.01), Anxiety (r = -0.39, p < 0.01), and Stress (r
=-0.42, p < 0.01). Also, The mediation effect was confirmed using the bootstrap method,
where significant indirect effects were found, except for the mediating role of Relatedness
between Family Dysfunction and Anxiety/Stress. The proposed model of the mediating role
of Basic Psychological Needs in the relationship between Family Functioning and
Psychological Distress components showed good fit indices (CFI = 0.974, IFI = 0.975, and
RMSEA = 0.071). Overall, Basic Psychological Needs mediate the relationship between
Family Functioning and Psychological Distress.

Conclusion: The findings demonstrated that poor family functioning is positively correlated
with higher levels of depression, anxiety, and stress among students. This result aligns with
previous research, including studies by Du and Kim (2020); Folk et al. (2020); and Dolz-del-
Castellar and Oliver (2021). One explanation for this finding is that poor family functioning
may impair students' ability to regulate their emotions and behaviors, thereby increasing their
levels of psychological distress (Shalchi & Esmaeili Shahna, 2018; Liu, Chen, Liang, &
Yang, 2023).

Additionally, this study revealed that basic psychological needs serve as mediators in the
relationship between family functioning and psychological distress among students,
effectively explaining the mechanism of this relationship. Specifically, poor family
functioning can hinder the fulfillment of these essential psychological needs, which in turn
leads to increased psychological distress. These findings can be interpreted through the lens
of self-determination theory, aligning with studies by Ryan and Deci (2020), and Esmaeili
Shahna, Shalchi, and Ahmadi (2019). Well-functioning families tend to balance control and
autonomy, which helps fulfill students' need for autonomy. Such families also provide
optimal challenges that promote the satisfaction of competence. Moreover, healthy emotional
communication and practical support among family members contribute to fulfilling
relatedness need. Conversely, as indicated in studies by Shalchi & Esmaeili Shahna (2018)
and Davids, Ryan, and Yasin (2016), dysfunction in family environments reduces the
supportive role of families. This deterioration negatively impacts parent-adolescent
relationships, ultimately decreasing the fulfillment of students' basic psychological needs
over time. Therefore, the greater fulfillment of basic psychological needs can help reduce
and prevent high levels of psychological distress. In contrast, insufficient fulfillment of these
fundamental needs can lead to feelings of lack of control, incompetence in achieving positive
outcomes, and decreased social support. This, in turn, fosters a sense of helplessness among
students, which becomes a significant risk factor for various forms of psychological distress,
particularly depression. Such feelings of lack of control, support, and competence often
result in self-blame, which increases psychological distress (Li, Zhang, Yao, et al., 2021).
These findings align with the research of Huhtiniemi et al. (2019); Novak et al. (2021); and
Pilot et al. (2021).

The practical implications of these findings suggest that designing intervention programs
focused on enhancing the fulfillment of students' basic psychological needs within academic
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and social environments could significantly reduce their psychological distress and prevent
the development of more severe disorders.

Like any research, this study faced limitations. First, due to its design, it is not possible to
draw definitive causal inferences about the variables. Furthermore, the influence of gender
on the studied variables was not controlled. Data collection was conducted online due to the
COVID-19 pandemic. Future studies are encouraged to include broader, more diverse
samples to enhance the generalizability of these findings.
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Ceri & Cicek

Moskow, Lipson & Tompson
Amengual, Badii, Casas-Baroy,
Altarriba, Company, Pujol-
Farriols, & Cayuela
Lipson & Eisenberg
Haverkamp,
Vergouwen & Honig
Hafez, Younesian
Rashidipour

Basic Psychological Needs
Self-determination theory
Ryan & Deci

Autonomy

Competence

Relatedness or belongingness
Yang, Zhang & Sheldon
Auclair-Pilote, Lalande, Tinawi,
Feyz & DeGuise

Ryan, Ryan, DiDomenico &
Deci

Weinstein, Khabbaz & Legate
Simdes & Alarcéo

Life satisfaction

Enjoyment

Motivation

Novak, Chang, Xu, Shen, Zheng
& Wang

Huhtiniemi, Saékslahti, Watt &
Jaakkola

Costa, Cuzzocrea, Gugliandolo
& Larcan

Vansteenkiste & Ryan

Jang, Kim & Reeve

Torensma,

&
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34.

35.
36.
37.
38.

39.
40.
41.
42.

43.
44,
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.

52.
53.

54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
62.
63.

64.

65.

66.

Haerens, Vansteenkiste,
Aelterman & Van den Berghe
Ryan, Vansteenkist & Soenes
Gregersen & Mercer

Liu, Mei, Tian & Huebner
Emadpoor, Lavasani
Shahcheraghi

Family functioning
Externalizing behaviour problem
Internalizing behaviour problem
Robbins,  Waldron,  Turner,
Brody, Hops & Ozechowski
Rezaei, Dehghani & Heidari
McMaster

Problem solving
Communication

Roles

Affective responsiveness
Affective involvement

Behavior control

&

Miller, Ryan, Keitner, Bishop, &
Epstein

Zhang

Freed, Rubenstein, Daryanani,
Olino & Alloy

Burnett, Lee, Cheong, De Luca,

Roberts, Wood, ... & Anderson
Du & Kim

D'souza & Sudhamayi
Cafio-Gonzalez & Rodriguez-
Naranjo

Beck

Substance-abuse

Agression

Crime

Hummel, Shelton, Heron, Moore
& van den Bree

Henneberger, Varga, Moudy &
Tolan

Folk, Brown, Marshall, Ramos,
Gopalakrishnan, Koinis-Mitchell
& TolouShams
Benito-Gomez,
Buehler
Dolz-del-Castellar & Oliver

Fletcher &
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67.
68.
69.
70.
71.

72.
73.
74.
75.
76.
77.

78.
79.

80.
81.
82.
83.
84.
85.
86.
87.
88.
89.
90.
91.

Kocayoruk

Nanda, Kotchick & Grover
Wehmeyer

Socializing

Esmaeili-Shahna, Shalchi &

Ahmadi

Structural Equation Modeling
Kline

Family Assessment Device
Epstein, Baldwin, & Bishop
Vandsburger

ZadehMohammadi &
MalekKhosravi

Yousefi

Basic  Psychological  Needs
Satisfaction Scale

Gagne

Gagné, Deci & Ryan

Wei, Shaffer, Young & Zakalik
Besharat

Extraversion

Positive affect

Well-being

Neuroticism

Negative affect

Psychological distress

Besharat & Ranjbar-Kelagari
Depression-Anxiety-Stress scale
(DASS-21)

92. Lovibond & Lovibond

93. Sahebi, Asghari & Salari

94. Beck Depression Inventory

95. Self Rating Anxiety Scale

96. Perceived Stress Questionnaire

97. Skewness

98. Kurtosis

99. Normality

100.Chou & Bentler

101.Multicollinearity

102.Variance inflation factor (VIF)

103.Tolerance

104.Raykov & Marcoulides

105.Bootstrap

106.Yap, Pilkington, Ryan & Jorm

107.Shalchi & Esmaeili-Shahna

108.Liu, Chen, Liang, Yang, Peng,
Cai,... & Zhao

109.Pellerone, Spinelloa, Sidoti &
Micciche

110.Davids, E. L., Ryan, J., Yassin,
Z., Hendrickse, S., & Roman

111.Tehranimoghadam &
Shariatbageri

112.Li, Zhang, Yao, Xing & Liu

113.Cordeiro, Paixdo, Lens, Lacante
& Luyckx

114.Mehdipour-Maralani,
Gholamali-Lavasani & Hejazi
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