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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Migration, as one of the most complex contemporary
psychosocial phenomena, influences not only individuals’ economic and social structures
but also their psychological organization, defensive styles, and interpersonal
representations. The present study aimed to compare object relations and ego functions
among individuals with migration intention, individuals without migration intention, and
migrants in order to identify potential psychodynamic differences among these groups.

Methodology: This study employed a causal-comparative design. The statistical
population consisted of all psychotherapy applicants aged 25 to 45 years who belonged
to one of three groups: migrants, individuals with migration intention, and individuals
without migration intention. The sample included 264 participants selected through
purposive sampling. Data were collected using the Bell Object Relations Inventory
(1986) and the Defense Style Questionnaire developed by Bond et al. (1983). Descriptive

statistics and multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) were applied using SPSS-27
How to Cite:  Samadani, N. Software, with the significance level set at 0.05.

Bashardoust, S., & Saberi, H. (2026). - jdings: The results of multivariate analysis of variance indicated no significant
Comparison of Object Relations and

Ego Functions in Individuals with differences among the three groups regarding object relations dimensions, including
Migration Intent, Without Migration social incompetence, egocentricity, insecure attachment, and alienation (P=0.374).
Intent, and Migrants. Psychology of However, significant differences were found in ego functions and defense styles.
2""“"‘"“0”' Behavior, and Health,  njoyrotic defense style scores were significantly higher among migrants compared to
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individuals with migration intention (P=0.047). Significant differences were also
observed in denial, sublimation, altruism, rationalization, and undoing defense
mechanisms. Individuals with migration intention showed higher denial scores than
those without migration intention, whereas migrants demonstrated significantly higher
rationalization, undoing, and altruism scores. Furthermore, individuals with migration
intention used sublimation more frequently than migrants.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that the primary distinction among migrants,
individuals with migration intention, and individuals without migration intention lies not
in deep object-relational structures but rather in their defensive patterns and ego
functioning. Migration and migration-related processes appear to activate or reinforce
specific defense mechanisms rather than fundamentally altering internal object
representations. These findings highlight the importance of psychological interventions
focused on strengthening mature defenses and enhancing psychological adaptation
before and after migration.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Migration has become one of the defining
psychosocial phenomena of the contemporary world,
shaped by economic inequality, environmental crises,
political instability, globalization, and changing social
aspirations (Hagen-Zanker et al., 2025; Yu et al., 2025). In
recent decades, migration has increasingly been
conceptualized not merely as a geographical
movement but as a psychologically transformative
process that affects identity, attachment, emotional
regulation, interpersonal functioning, and ego
organization (Jarvis & Kirmayer, 2023; Kirmayer & Jarvis,
2024). Contemporary psychological perspectives
emphasize that migration intentions themselves
represent a meaningful psychological state, involving
future-oriented fantasies, emotional investments, and
cognitive representations of both the self and the
imagined destination (Caso Castellon et al., 2025; Jordan
et al., 2025). Individuals who aspire to migrate often
mentally position themselves between two worlds: the
familiar context of their current environment and the
anticipated opportunities of another sociocultural
setting. This transitional psychological state may
influence how they perceive relationships, regulate
emotional conflicts, and utilize ego defenses (Lowe &
Schussler, 2022; Qi et al., 2025). Conversely, individuals
who do not intend to migrate may demonstrate
different forms of emotional attachment, identity
stability, and object representations that reinforce
continuity with their social and cultural environment
(Burrell & Schweitzer, 2020; Debray et al., 2025).

Within ~ psychoanalytic  and  psychodynamic
frameworks, migration has been closely associated
with object relations and ego functioning. Object
relations theory proposes that early interactions with
caregivers  become internalized as enduring
representations of self and others, shaping
interpersonal expectations and emotional security
throughout life (Lahav & Renshon, 2021). Migration
may activate these deep relational representations
because it frequently involves separation from
attachment figures, familiar cultural symbols, and
established support systems (Braunlein, 2022; Conroy,
2021). In parallel, ego functions refer to the
psychological capacities that enable individuals to
regulate impulses, tolerate frustration, test reality, and
adapt to environmental demands (Kuo, 2020).
Migration places considerable strain on these
capacities due to experiences such as acculturative
stress, uncertainty, social isolation, discrimination,
and identity reconstruction (Priebe & Giacco, 2022; Spini

& Dasoki, 2022). Prior research has shown that
migrants and refugees are at increased risk for
psychological distress, depression, anxiety, and
trauma-related disorders (Blackmore et al., 2020;
Henkelmann et al., 2025). Studies have also
demonstrated associations between migration-related
stress, attachment insecurity, and maladaptive coping
patterns (Horvath & Amer, 2020; Li et al., 2021).
Furthermore, research has indicated that ego functions
and defense mechanisms play a critical role in
psychological adaptation among migrants (Hoppe &
Krumm, 2021; Sznajder & Nowak, 2023). In the Iranian
context, Hosseini et al. reported that ego development
and representations of object relations significantly
contributed to migration decision-making (Hosseini et
al., 2024). Likewise, previous Iranian studies have
demonstrated meaningful relationships between object
relations, defense styles, ego strength, and mental
health outcomes (Chamani & Najafi, 2018; Jamil et al.,
2015; Shafagh Doust & Shahamat Deh Sorkh, 2019).
Despite  these findings, few studies have
simultaneously compared individuals with migration
intention, individuals without migration intention, and
migrants in terms of both object relations and ego
functions. Therefore, the present study aimed to
compare object relations and ego functions among
individuals with migration intention, individuals
without migration intention, and migrants.

Methodology

The present study employed a causal-comparative
design. The statistical population consisted of all
individuals aged 25 to 45 years who had applied for
psychotherapy services and were classified into one of
three groups: migrants, individuals with migration
intention, and individuals without migration intention.
A total of 264 participants were selected through
purposive sampling. The sample included 89
migrants, 103 individuals with migration intention,
and 72 individuals without migration intention. Most
participants were female, and the average age of the
sample was approximately 33 years.

Data collection was conducted using two standardized
psychodynamic instruments. Object relations were
assessed through the Bell Object Relations Inventory,
which  measures dimensions including social
incompetence, insecure attachment, egocentricity, and
alienation. Ego functions and defense mechanisms
were evaluated using the Defense Style Questionnaire
developed by Bond and colleagues. This instrument
assesses mature, neurotic, and immature defense
styles as well as specific defense mechanisms such as




denial, rationalization, sublimation, undoing, and
altruism.

After data collection, descriptive statistics including
means, standard deviations, frequency distributions,
skewness, and kurtosis indices were calculated. Prior
to inferential analyses, assumptions of multivariate
analysis of variance were examined, including
normality, homogeneity of covariance matrices, and
equality of wvariances. Subsequently, multivariate
analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted to
compare the three groups regarding object relations
and ego functions. Follow-up Bonferroni post hoc
tests and one-way ANOVA analyses were performed
to identify pairwise differences among groups and
determine which specific defense mechanisms
differed significantly. Statistical analyses were carried
out using SPSS-27 software, and the significance
level was set at 0.05.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated that approximately
69% of participants were female and 31% were male.
Most participants held graduate-level educational
degrees, and approximately 56% were single. About
65% of participants resided in Iran, while the
remaining participants lived abroad. Among the
participants with migration intention, a subgroup had
already initiated migration procedures, whereas others
were still in the decision-making stage.

Results of multivariate analysis revealed no
statistically significant differences among migrants,
individuals with migration intention, and individuals
without migration intention regarding the combined
dimensions of object relations. Specifically, no
significant group differences were found in social
incompetence, insecure attachment, egocentricity, or
alienation. The Wilks’ Lambda multivariate test was
non-significant, indicating that object relations
remained relatively stable across the three groups.

In contrast, significant differences emerged regarding
ego functions and defense styles. MANOVA results
demonstrated significant differences among the three
groups in neurotic defense style scores. Post hoc
comparisons indicated that migrants scored
significantly higher on neurotic defenses than
individuals with migration intention. No significant
difference was observed between migrants and non-
migrants regarding immature or mature defense styles
overall.
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Further one-way ANOVA analyses examining
individual defense mechanisms showed significant
group differences in denial, sublimation, altruism,
rationalization, and undoing. Individuals with
migration intention demonstrated significantly higher
denial scores compared to individuals without
migration  intention.  Migrants  demonstrated
significantly ~ lower  sublimation  scores than
individuals with migration intention. In addition,
migrants scored significantly higher than non-
migrants on altruism, rationalization, and undoing.
Rationalization and undoing were also significantly
higher among migrants than among individuals with
migration intention. No significant differences were
found in several other defense mechanisms, including
projection, acting out, humor, anticipation, and
reaction formation.

Overall, the findings suggested that although object
relations did not significantly differ across migration-
related groups, important differences existed in ego
functioning and defensive styles, particularly in
neurotic defenses and specific adaptive and
maladaptive defense mechanisms.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study provide important
insights into the psychodynamic dimensions of
migration intention and migration experience. The
absence of significant differences in object relations
among migrants, individuals with migration intention,
and individuals without migration intention suggests
that deep relational representations of self and others
may remain relatively stable despite migration-related
experiences. Since object relations are primarily
shaped during early developmental periods and are
deeply rooted in attachment experiences, they may not
easily fluctuate as a result of migration-related
transitions  alone. This  finding  supports
psychodynamic  perspectives  emphasizing the
enduring nature of internal object representations and
their resistance to situational changes.

In contrast, the significant differences observed in ego
functions and defense mechanisms indicate that
migration-related experiences exert a stronger
influence on adaptive psychological processes than on
core personality structures. Migrants demonstrated
greater use of neurotic defenses, rationalization, and
undoing, which may reflect attempts to
psychologically manage the emotional conflicts
associated with separation, uncertainty, identity
reconstruction, and adaptation to a new sociocultural
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environment. Rationalization may serve as a
mechanism through which migrants justify difficult
migration decisions and cope with ambivalent
emotions regarding homeland, family separation, and
adaptation challenges. Undoing may reflect
unconscious efforts to neutralize feelings of guilt,
loss, or emotional conflict related to migration.

The higher levels of denial among individuals with
migration intention may suggest that people
contemplating migration tend to minimize or
psychologically distance themselves from potential
migration-related risks and hardships in order to
maintain hope and motivation. At the same time, the
greater use of sublimation among individuals with
migration intention may indicate future-oriented
motivation, planning, and channeling emotional
energy into constructive activities such as education,
career preparation, or language acquisition. The lower
sublimation scores among migrants may reflect the
psychological exhaustion and stress associated with
post-migration adaptation processes.

The finding that migrants demonstrated higher
altruism scores than non-migrants may indicate that

migration experiences strengthen empathy, social
solidarity, and mutual support within migrant
communities. Migrants often rely heavily on social
networks and reciprocal support systems to cope with
social isolation  and  acculturative  stress.
Consequently, helping others may become both an
adaptive coping mechanism and a meaningful source
of emotional belonging.

Overall, the present findings suggest that migration-
related differences are more strongly reflected in
defensive functioning and adaptive ego processes than
in deep object-relational structures. These results
emphasize the importance of strengthening mature
ego functions and adaptive coping strategies among
individuals preparing for migration as well as among
migrants already living abroad. Psychological
interventions targeting emotional regulation, realistic
appraisal of migration challenges, and enhancement
of adaptive defenses may contribute to improved
mental health and psychosocial adjustment in
migration-related populations.
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