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Objective: The aim of this study was to model the structural relationships
between unresolved grief and ego strength, with the mediating role of
integrated self-knowledge among university students in Sari.

Methodology: This study was fundamental and employed a descriptive
correlational design. The statistical population included 26,250 students from
various universities in Sari during the 2023-2024 academic year. Following
Kline’s (2023) protocol, a sample of 400 was targeted, and after eliminating
invalid responses, 376 valid responses were analyzed. Data collection
instruments included the Integrated Self-Knowledge Scale, the Complicated
Grief Questionnaire, and the Ego Strength Questionnaire. Data analysis was
performed using inferential statistics, path analysis, and SPSS and AMOS
software.

Findings: Inferential findings revealed a significant and inverse relationship
between unresolved grief and ego strength. Structural equation modeling
results indicated that integrated self-knowledge mediates this relationship, such
that ego strength reduces unresolved grief significantly through enhancing
integrated self-knowledge (direct path coefficient 0.87 and indirect path
coefficient -0.12). Model fit indices such as RMSEA=0.041 and CFI=0.96
indicated a good model fit.

Conclusion: The results demonstrated that ego strength can help reduce
unresolved grief in students by improving integrated self-knowledge. These
findings highlight the importance of interventions focused on enhancing self-
awareness and psychological resilience in promoting student mental health.
Keywords: Unresolved grief, ego strength, integrated self-knowledge.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

The loss of a loved one remains one of the most challenging experiences in human life, often
leading to profound grief reactions. Although acute grief typically diminishes and integrates over time, a
significant minority of individuals experience persistent difficulties, leading to unresolved grief (Bryant,
2024; Tang, 2024). University students, who are already vulnerable due to academic and life stressors, are
particularly at risk for complicated grief responses (Glickman, 2021). Recent statistics illustrate the broader
societal burden of bereavement, with approximately 10 million people grieving annually in the United
States alone (Iglewicz et al., 2020), and in Iran, more than 187,000 deaths occurred in just the first five months
012024 (Iranian Civil Registration Organization, 2024). Given that each death affects multiple close relationships,
the number of individuals impacted by grief is even larger (Dyregrov & Dyregrov, 2008; Iglewicz et al., 2020).

Most bereaved individuals eventually adapt without professional intervention, but a minority
suffer from persistent, debilitating grief symptoms, now termed unresolved grief (Showers et al., 2015).
Although various terms such as "prolonged grief disorder" and "complicated grief" have been used (Mauro
etal., 2019), they share a common clinical profile of severe, prolonged distress. Certain types of losses, such
as the death of a child or loss due to suicide, increase the risk for unresolved grief (Young et al., 2022).

From a psychodynamic perspective, unresolved grief has been linked to ego strength deficits
(Bahmani Nia & Sohrabi Shegefti, 2024). Ego strength reflects an individual's capacity for emotional regulation,
problem-solving, and adaptive coping (Hiltebrand, 2022; Lee et al., 2021). Higher ego strength is associated
with greater resilience and psychological well-being (Demirtas, 2019).

Integrated self-knowledge has been proposed as a potential mediator between ego strength and
grief resolution. It involves the ability to maintain a coherent sense of self across emotional experiences
(Harrison, 2023). Drawing from positive psychology (Hoseini-Motlaq et al., 2012) and self-concept research
(Campbell, 2021; Gross, 2021), integrated self-knowledge has two dimensions: experiential (moment-to-
moment awareness) and reflective (higher-order integration). Therefore, exploring how ego strength
influences unresolved grief through the mediation of integrated self-knowledge may offer new insights
into the psychological resilience of university students.

Methodology

This study was a fundamental, descriptive-correlational research using a structural equation
modeling (SEM) design. The statistical population comprised 26,250 students enrolled at universities in
Sari during the 2023-2024 academic year. Following Kline’s (2023) guideline, 400 students were initially
selected through convenience sampling, and after eliminating incomplete or invalid questionnaires, 376
valid responses remained for analysis.

Three instruments were used: the Integrated Self-Knowledge Scale, the Complicated Grief
Questionnaire, and the Ego Strength Questionnaire. The Integrated Self-Knowledge Scale assessed
meaningfulness, manageability, and comprehensibility, with higher scores indicating stronger self-
knowledge. The Complicated Grief Questionnaire measured distress related to separation and trauma
symptoms associated with loss. The Ego Strength Questionnaire assessed eight domains: hope, will,
purpose, competence, fidelity, love, care, and wisdom.



Data were analyzed through descriptive statistics (frequency, mean, standard deviation) and
inferential statistics, including path analysis using SPSS and AMOS software. Prior to hypothesis testing,
assumptions of normality, multicollinearity, and outliers were assessed.

Findings

Demographic analysis showed that 53.72% of participants were female, and 46.28% were male.
Most participants were undergraduates (approximately 74%), followed by 18.66% master's students and
6.38% doctoral students.

Descriptive statistics indicated moderate levels of ego strength and integrated self-knowledge
across the sample, while unresolved grief scores were varied. Correlation analyses showed that all ego
strength subscales (hope, will, purpose, competence, fidelity, love, care, and wisdom) had significant
negative correlations with unresolved grief, ranging from -0.20 to -0.34.

Subcomponents of integrated self-knowledge (meaningfulness, manageability, comprehensibility)
also showed significant negative correlations with unresolved grief, with coefficients ranging from -0.15
to -0.28.

Path analysis results indicated that ego strength had a direct positive effect on integrated self-
knowledge (standardized path coefficient = 0.87). Integrated self-knowledge, in turn, had a direct negative
effect on unresolved grief (standardized path coefficient = -0.12). The model fit indices confirmed a good
model fit (RMSEA=0.041, CFI=0.96, NFI1=0.97).

Bootstrap analysis supported the mediating role of integrated self-knowledge, with significant
indirect effects of ego strength on unresolved grief through integrated self-knowledge.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results confirmed the hypothesis that ego strength is inversely related to unresolved grief
among university students and that this relationship is mediated by integrated self-knowledge. This finding
highlights the complex interaction between emotional resilience, self-awareness, and grief resolution
processes in emerging adults.

Unresolved grief can destabilize psychological functioning, particularly during a developmental
period where identity formation is critical. Ego strength appears to offer a protective buffer, enabling
individuals to process grief experiences more adaptively. However, it is not ego strength alone but its
interaction with integrated self-knowledge that facilitates healthier grieving outcomes. Students with
stronger integrated self-knowledge are more capable of reflecting on their losses, integrating them into
their broader life narratives, and thereby mitigating the persistence of grief symptoms.

The findings suggest that integrated self-knowledge acts as an emotional and cognitive bridge
between the raw experience of grief and the psychological resources of ego strength. It enables students
to transform overwhelming emotional pain into meaningful life lessons and cohesive identity
development. By promoting reflection, emotional regulation, and future-oriented thinking, integrated self-
knowledge supports the maintenance of ego strength in the face of profound emotional challenges.

Moreover, in the university context, where pressures on identity and adaptation are heightened,
supporting integrated self-knowledge could have important implications for student mental health
services. Interventions focused on strengthening both ego functions and self-knowledge processes—such
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as reflective journaling, mindfulness training, and meaning-making therapies—could be particularly
effective in addressing unresolved grief.

In summary, the study extends the understanding of the psychological mechanisms underlying
unresolved grief among university students. It underscores the importance of not only fostering resilience
but also enhancing students’ capacity for deep self-awareness and narrative integration of loss
experiences. Through this dual focus, it is possible to mitigate the long-term psychological consequences

of grief and promote more resilient developmental trajectories among young adults.
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