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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Distress tolerance is a crucial psychological construct associated with
emotional regulation, adaptation to stressful situations, and mental health among university
students. The present study aimed to investigate a structural model predicting distress tolerance
based on spiritual intelligence with the mediating role of coping strategies among students.

Methodology: This descriptive-correlational study employed structural equation modeling (SEM).
The statistical population consisted of all male and female students attending universities in Qom,
Iran, during 2025-2026. A total of 300 participants were selected through convenience and
voluntary sampling. Data were collected using the Distress Tolerance Scale (DTS),
Abdollahzadeh’s Spiritual Intelligence Questionnaire, and the Short Form of the Coping Inventory
for Stressful Situations (CISS). Pearson correlation coefficients, SEM analysis, and bootstrapping
procedures were applied for data analysis.

Findings: The results demonstrated that spiritual intelligence had a significant positive direct
effect on distress tolerance (B=0.31). Problem-focused coping also showed a significant positive
direct effect on distress tolerance (p=0.22). Conversely, emotion-focused coping (p=-0.43) and
avoidance coping (B=-0.26) exerted significant negative direct effects on distress tolerance.
Bootstrapping and VAF analyses revealed a significant partial mediating role of emotion-focused
coping in the relationship between spiritual intelligence and distress tolerance (VAF=0.249),
whereas the mediating effects of problem-focused and avoidance coping were not supported.
Model fit indices indicated satisfactory model fit (CFI=0.940, RMSEA=0.066, GFI=0.931).
Overall, the model explained 39% of the variance in distress tolerance.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that spiritual intelligence serves as an important psychological
resource that enhances students’ distress tolerance both directly and indirectly through reducing
maladaptive emotion-focused coping strategies. Therefore, interventions aimed at strengthening
spiritual intelligence and promoting adaptive coping skills may contribute substantially to
improving students’ mental health and resilience when facing stressful life experiences.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

University life is widely recognized as a
developmental period characterized by numerous
academic, social, emotional, and personal challenges.
Students are often required to adapt to demanding
educational environments, increasing academic
expectations, financial pressures, interpersonal
difficulties, and uncertainty regarding future careers.
Exposure to these stressors may compromise
psychological well-being and increase vulnerability to
emotional distress if effective coping resources are
lacking. Consequently, identifying psychological
factors that enhance students’ resilience and ability to
manage adversity has become a major concern within
higher education and mental health research (Azim et
al., 2025; Wan et al., 2024).

One construct that has received increasing scholarly
attention is distress tolerance. Distress tolerance refers
to an individual’s capacity to withstand negative
emotional  states, adverse experiences, and
psychological discomfort without resorting to
maladaptive behaviors. Individuals with high distress
tolerance are generally better equipped to regulate
emotions, maintain adaptive functioning during
stressful situations, and recover from adversity.
Conversely, low distress tolerance has been associated
with anxiety, depression, emotional dysregulation,
burnout, and reduced psychological well-being (Safara
et al., 2023; Salehi et al., 2023). Previous studies have
highlighted the importance of distress tolerance as a
protective factor against psychological maladjustment
among university students (Chue & Cheung, 2021;
Fuente et al., 2021).

Among the psychological resources that may
contribute to distress tolerance, spiritual intelligence
has emerged as a particularly relevant construct.
Spiritual intelligence refers to a set of cognitive and
existential capacities that enable individuals to derive
meaning from life experiences, transcend immediate
circumstances, develop self-awareness, and align
behaviors with deeply held values. Spiritual
intelligence has been linked to improved
psychological functioning, life satisfaction, emotional
adjustment, and resilience in diverse populations
(Arshad, 2024; stiliya & Pandey, 2022). Research has
suggested that individuals with higher levels of
spiritual intelligence are more likely to interpret
stressful experiences as opportunities for growth and
personal development rather than as overwhelming
threats (Nimmi et al., 2021; Uyun, 2023).

Empirical evidence further supports the association
between  spiritual  intelligence and  reduced
psychological distress. Studies have shown that
spiritual intelligence contributes to emotional
regulation, adaptive functioning, and mental health
outcomes during challenging circumstances (Azam,
2022; Varghese & Sharma, 2021). Likewise, spiritual
experiences and spiritual resources have been found
to alleviate psychological stress and foster emotional
well-being (Rezaei et al., 2020). More recently, Pérez et
al. proposed the spirituality—resilience—happiness
model, demonstrating that spirituality significantly
contributes to students’ well-being through the
enhancement of resilience and psychological
resources (Pérez et al., 2025). Similar findings have
emphasized the role of spirituality and religious
commitment in strengthening resilience and coping
capacities among university students (Alim, 2022).

Another important determinant of psychological
adaptation is coping strategy. Coping strategies
represent the cognitive and behavioral efforts
individuals employ to manage stressful situations.
These strategies are commonly categorized into
problem-focused coping, emotion-focused coping,
and avoidance coping. Problem-focused coping
involves active efforts to address and resolve
stressors, whereas emotion-focused coping seeks to
regulate emotional reactions. Avoidance coping, by
contrast, involves withdrawing from or denying
stressful situations. Research consistently indicates
that coping strategies play a crucial role in
determining psychological outcomes and well-being
(Franco et al., 2023; Putri et al., 2022).

Studies have demonstrated that adaptive coping
strategies are associated with higher resilience, lower
psychological distress, and greater well-being among
students (Kim et al., 2021; Valladolid, 2021). Positive
coping styles have also been linked to post-traumatic
growth and improved mental health outcomes (Li et al.,
2023). Conversely, maladaptive coping strategies,
particularly emotion-focused and avoidance coping,
are associated with heightened distress and poorer
psychological adjustment (llisko et al., 2023; Tesfaw et
al., 2023; Tesfaw et al., 2022).

Research has increasingly suggested that spirituality
and coping are interconnected processes. Positive
religious and spiritual coping mechanisms have been
shown to reduce stress, depressive symptoms, and
psychological vulnerability (Abbott et al, 2021;
Mahamid & Bdier, 2021). Furthermore, religious coping
and social support have been identified as mediating
pathways through which spirituality contributes to




psychological well-being (Klausli & Caudill, 2021).
These findings imply that coping strategies may serve
as important mechanisms linking spiritual intelligence
to distress tolerance.

Despite growing evidence regarding the significance
of spiritual intelligence and coping strategies, limited
research has investigated their combined role in
predicting distress tolerance among university
students. Moreover, the mediating function of coping
strategies ~ within  this  relationship  remains
insufficiently explored. Therefore, the present study
aimed to examine a structural equation model
predicting distress tolerance based on spiritual
intelligence with the mediating role of coping
strategies among university students.

Methodology

This study employed a descriptive-correlational
design using structural equation modeling (SEM). The
statistical population consisted of male and female
students enrolled in public and private universities in
Qom, Iran, during the 2025 academic year.

A total of 300 participants were selected through
voluntary convenience sampling. The sample size was
determined based on structural equation modeling
requirements and the number of observed variables
included in the model. Participants were invited
through student networks and online announcements
and completed the study questionnaires electronically
after providing informed consent.

Data collection was conducted using three
standardized instruments. Distress tolerance was
assessed using the Distress Tolerance Scale. Spiritual
intelligence was measured using Abdollahzadeh’s
Spiritual Intelligence Questionnaire. Coping strategies
were evaluated using the short form of the Coping
Inventory for Stressful Situations, which assesses
problem-focused, emotion-focused, and avoidance
coping styles.

Data were analyzed using Pearson correlation
coefficients and structural equation modeling. Model
fit was evaluated using standard fit indices, including
the Goodness-of-Fit Index (GFI), Comparative Fit
Index (CFI), Incremental Fit Index (IFI), Normed Fit
Index (NFI), Adjusted Goodness-of-Fit Index (AGFI),
and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
(RMSEA). Indirect effects were tested through
bootstrapping procedures.

Findings
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Descriptive analysis indicated that the sample
included 300 university students with diverse
demographic characteristics. Correlation analyses
demonstrated significant associations among the study
variables.

Spiritual intelligence showed a significant positive
correlation with distress tolerance. Problem-focused
coping was positively associated with distress
tolerance, whereas emotion-focused coping and
avoidance coping were negatively associated with
distress tolerance.

Structural equation modeling revealed that the
proposed model demonstrated satisfactory fit to the
data. Model fit indices indicated acceptable model
adequacy, including GFI = 0.931, CFI = 0.940, IFI =
0.916, NFI = 0.927, AGFI = 0.942, RMSEA = 0.066,
and y?/df = 3.556.

The direct path from spiritual intelligence to distress
tolerance was positive and statistically significant (f =
0.31). The direct effect of problem-focused coping on
distress tolerance was also positive and significant (3
= 0.22). In contrast, emotion-focused coping (B =
—0.43) and avoidance coping (B = —0.26) exerted
significant negative effects on distress tolerance.

Results further demonstrated that spiritual intelligence
positively predicted problem-focused coping and
negatively predicted both emotion-focused and
avoidance coping. Examination of indirect pathways
revealed that emotion-focused coping significantly
mediated the relationship  between spiritual
intelligence and distress tolerance. The variance
accounted for (VAF) value indicated partial mediation
through emotion-focused coping. However, the
mediating effects of problem-focused coping and
avoidance coping were not statistically supported.

The structural model explained 39% of the variance in
distress tolerance. In addition, spiritual intelligence
explained 12% of the variance in problem-focused
coping, 23% of the variance in emotion-focused
coping, and 9% of the variance in avoidance coping.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that spiritual intelligence
is an important predictor of distress tolerance among
university students. Students with higher levels of
spiritual intelligence exhibited greater capacity to
tolerate emotional discomfort and adverse situations.
This result suggests that spiritual intelligence
functions as a valuable psychological resource that
promotes adaptive responses to stress and emotional
challenges.
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The positive association between spiritual intelligence
and distress tolerance can be understood in light of the
meaning-making and self-transcendent capacities
associated with spirituality. Individuals with higher
spiritual intelligence are more likely to perceive
stressful events within a broader existential
framework, enabling them to derive meaning from
adversity and maintain psychological equilibrium
during difficult circumstances. Such individuals tend
to experience greater self-awareness, purposefulness,
and emotional stability, all of which contribute to
enhanced tolerance of distress.

The findings also highlighted the importance of
coping strategies in psychological adaptation.
Problem-focused coping was positively associated
with distress tolerance, indicating that active
engagement with stressors enhances individuals’
capacity to endure challenging situations. In contrast,
emotion-focused and avoidance coping were
negatively associated with distress tolerance,
suggesting that maladaptive coping responses may
intensify psychological vulnerability and reduce
resilience.

A particularly important finding was the partial
mediating role of emotion-focused coping. This result
indicates that part of the beneficial effect of spiritual
intelligence on distress tolerance operates through
reducing reliance on maladaptive emotional coping
responses. Students with higher spiritual intelligence

may be less likely to react impulsively to negative
emotions and more likely to regulate emotional
experiences effectively. Consequently, they become
better able to endure distress without resorting to
ineffective coping behaviors.

The absence of significant mediation through
problem-focused and avoidance coping suggests that
spiritual intelligence primarily influences emotional
processing rather than directly shaping behavioral
problem-solving or avoidance tendencies. This
finding emphasizes the emotional and cognitive
mechanisms through which spirituality contributes to
psychological resilience.

Overall, the present study provides evidence that
spiritual intelligence and coping strategies play
significant roles in students’ ability to tolerate
distress. Spiritual intelligence enhances distress
tolerance both directly and indirectly through its
influence on emotion-focused coping. These findings
underscore the value of integrating spiritual
development and adaptive coping skills into
university counseling and mental health programs.
Strengthening students’ spiritual intelligence may
enhance their capacity to manage adversity, regulate
emotions, and maintain psychological well-being in
the face of academic and personal challenges.
Ultimately, fostering spiritual resources and adaptive
coping mechanisms may contribute to healthier, more
resilient, and better-adjusted student populations.
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