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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Adolescence is a critical period for social development, during which ego
strength and school belonging may contribute to positive social orientations and constructive
interpersonal functioning. This study aimed to examine the effect of ego strength on adolescents’
social interest through the mediating role of school belonging.

Methodology: This applied study employed a descriptive-correlational design based on structural
equation modeling. The statistical population consisted of Grade 10 and Grade 11 secondary
school students in Tehran during the 2025-2026 academic year, from whom 386 students were
selected through multistage cluster sampling. Data were collected using the Sahami and Mazloumi
Social Interest Questionnaire, the Markstrom et al. Psychosocial Inventory of Ego Strengths, and
the Barry et al. School Belonging Questionnaire. Data analysis was performed in R version 4.3.1
using the lavaan package. Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated to examine bivariate
relationships, while path analysis and bootstrapping with 1,000 resamples were used to test the
structural model and the mediating effect.

Findings: Ego strength was positively correlated with school belonging (r=0.65, p<0.01) and
social interest (r=0.70, p<0.01), while school belonging was positively correlated with social
interest (r=0.72, p<0.01). The structural model demonstrated satisfactory fit (y?/df=2.45, CFI=0.94,
NFI1=0.92, IFI=0.94, TLI=0.93, RMSEA=0.054, SRMR=0.042). Ego strength significantly
predicted school belonging (=0.44, p<0.001), and school belonging significantly predicted social
interest ($=0.51, p<0.001). The direct effect of ego strength on social interest remained significant
after inclusion of the mediator (=0.37, p<0.001). The standardized indirect effect of ego strength
on social interest through school belonging was 0.224, with a 95% confidence interval of 0.159 to
0.289, confirming partial mediation.

Conclusion: Ego strength was associated with greater adolescent social interest both directly and
indirectly through increased school belonging. Interventions aimed at strengthening adolescents’
internal psychological capacities while simultaneously promoting supportive, fair, participatory,
and socially connected school environments may therefore contribute to the development of
greater social interest.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Adolescence is a critical developmental period
characterized by substantial biological, cognitive,
emotional, and social transformations. During this
stage, individuals gradually move beyond the
relatively restricted social environment of childhood
and become increasingly involved in broader
interpersonal contexts, particularly peer groups and
school communities. Adolescents are expected to
develop greater independence, regulate increasingly
complex emotions, establish meaningful interpersonal
relationships, and define their position within larger
social systems. Accordingly, successful adolescent
development cannot be evaluated solely in terms of

academic  achievement or the absence of
psychological problems; adolescents’ ability to
cooperate  with others, demonstrate empathy,

participate constructively in collective activities, and
develop a sense of responsibility toward other people
constitutes an important dimension of psychosocial
adjustment (Santrock, 2024). One construct particularly
relevant to this dimension of development is social
interest.

Social interest refers to an individual’s tendency to
perceive oneself as an integral part of the social world
and to demonstrate empathy, cooperation, concern for
others, and willingness to contribute to collective
well-being. From an Adlerian perspective, social
interest represents an important indicator of
psychological maturity because psychologically well-
adjusted individuals are able to transcend excessive
self-centeredness and establish meaningful, reciprocal
relationships with others. Social interest therefore
involves more than sociability; it represents a broader
orientation toward belonging, cooperation,
responsibility, and concern for the common good. The
development of such an orientation is particularly
important ~ during  adolescence, when  peer
relationships, school interactions, and participation in
social groups become increasingly central to everyday
life (Dreikurs & Soltz, 2022). Empirical research has
also indicated that social interest is associated with
positive psychological and educational outcomes.
Social interest, together with ego strength, has been
shown to predict psychological  well-being
(Golmohammad & Mirhashemi, 2021), while social
interest training has demonstrated beneficial effects
on the lifestyle patterns of adolescents involved in
bullying and victimization (Pourseyed et al., 2016).
Social interest has also been associated with school
well-being, suggesting that socially oriented

adolescents  may
engagement  with
(Mehraban, 2023).

experience more  adaptive
educational environments

An important question, therefore, concerns the
psychological resources that contribute to the
development of social interest. Ego strength is one
such construct. Ego strength broadly refers to an
individual’s capacity to maintain psychological
organization, regulate affect, tolerate frustration,
control impulses, realistically evaluate situations,
manage internal and interpersonal conflicts, and
preserve adaptive functioning under stressful
circumstances. Within contemporary psychodynamic
perspectives, a strong ego is not merely responsible
for controlling internal impulses but serves as an
important regulatory system that supports adaptive
coping and mature interpersonal functioning.
Individuals with stronger ego capacities are generally
more capable of using mature psychological defenses,
maintaining emotional equilibrium, and responding
flexibly to environmental demands (Vvaillant, 2020).

Ego strength may be particularly consequential during
adolescence because adolescents are simultaneously
confronted with academic demands, changing family
relationships, interpersonal pressures, emotional
instability, and increasing expectations for autonomy.
Greater ego strength may enable adolescents to cope
more effectively with these developmental challenges
while preserving adaptive interpersonal functioning.
Previous studies have linked ego strength with
mentalization, executive functioning, psychological
well-being, and emotional adjustment (Bahrololoom &
Lajvardi, 2025; Mohammadi et al., 2023). Research
among adolescents has additionally indicated that ego
strength is relevant to social and emotional difficulties
such as social anxiety (Isazadeh & Bahramkhani, 2024).
These findings suggest that adolescents with stronger
ego capacities may be better equipped to understand
their own and others’ psychological states, regulate
emotional reactions, negotiate interpersonal conflicts,
and respond to others with greater empathy and
flexibility. Such capacities provide a theoretically
plausible foundation for greater social interest.

However, the association between ego strength and
social interest may not operate entirely through direct
intrapersonal mechanisms. Adolescents develop
within social contexts, and school represents one of
the most influential environments through which
internal psychological capacities are translated into
everyday interpersonal experiences. School belonging
refers to students’ perceptions that they are accepted,
respected, valued, supported, and meaningfully




included within their school community. It
encompasses the quality of relationships with peers
and teachers, perceived fairness and safety,
participation in school activities, and emotional
connection to the educational environment (Osterman,
2000). Schools are therefore not merely instructional
institutions but important developmental contexts in
which adolescents experience social inclusion,
cooperation, interpersonal recognition, and collective
identity.

Previous research has consistently emphasized the
importance of school belonging. School environments
can meaningfully influence whether students
experience themselves as integrated members of the
school community (Ma, 2003). Cross-cultural findings
further indicate that school belonging is a significant
phenomenon across diverse societies, although its
strength and determinants vary according to cultural
and contextual conditions (Chiu et al., 2016). More
recent research has highlighted the close relationship
between feeling part of school and experiencing
school as a safe environment (Porter et al., 2024).
School belonging has also been associated with
important long-term outcomes. A prospective multi-
wave cohort study demonstrated that adolescent
school belonging was related to mental health
outcomes in young adulthood (Allen et al., 2024).
Moreover, school connectedness may serve a
protective  function  under  stressful  family
circumstances, including exposure to interparental
conflict (zhang et al., 2022).

School belonging has likewise been found to play an
important role in educational functioning. Evidence
suggests that it may mediate relationships between
family, socioeconomic, and school-related factors and
students’ academic performance (Sarkhosh et al., 2021).
It has also been incorporated into explanatory models
of academic help-seeking alongside social-emotional
competence and teacher communication patterns
(Moshaveri Izadi et al., 2023). Taken together, these
findings suggest that school belonging operates as an
important contextual mechanism through which
personal and environmental resources may be
converted into adaptive psychological, academic, and
interpersonal outcomes.

From this perspective, school belonging may
constitute a mechanism linking ego strength to
adolescents’ social interest. Adolescents with stronger
ego capacities may be more capable of regulating
emotions, tolerating interpersonal  frustrations,
resolving disagreements, developing stable peer
relationships, and interacting constructively with
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teachers. These capacities can facilitate positive
experiences within school and strengthen students’
perceptions of acceptance, safety, participation, and
membership. In turn, perceiving oneself as a valued
member of the school community can provide
adolescents with repeated opportunities to practice
empathy, cooperation, mutual responsibility, and
concern for others. Thus, school belonging may
function as a bridge connecting an internal
psychological resource with a broader socially
oriented disposition. Despite substantial research on
ego strength, school belonging, and social interest
separately, the mediating role of school belonging in
the relationship between ego strength and social
interest among adolescents has received limited direct
examination. Therefore, the present study aimed to
examine the effect of ego strength on adolescents’
social interest through the mediating role of school
belonging.

Methodology

The present research employed a quantitative,
correlational-explanatory  design using structural
equation modeling and path analysis. The statistical
population consisted of secondary school students in
Tehran during the 2025-2026 academic year. The
final study population was restricted to students in
Grades 10 and 11. A multistage cluster sampling
procedure was implemented. Five educational districts
of Tehran were selected to provide geographical and
socioeconomic diversity. Eight ordinary public
secondary schools, including four girls’ schools and
four boys’ schools, were selected from each district.
Two classes, one from Grade 10 and one from Grade
11, were subsequently selected from each school, and
five students were randomly selected from each
participating class. Although the target sample was
400 students and 420 questionnaire packages were
initially distributed to compensate for incomplete
responses, questionnaires with more than 10%
missing data or invalid response patterns were
excluded. The final analytic sample consisted of 386
students.

Three standardized self-report instruments were
administered. Social interest was measured using the
27-item Social Interest Questionnaire, which assesses
concern for others’ welfare, empathy, interaction with
others, and divergent self-welfare. Ego strength was
measured using the 64-item Psychosocial Inventory of
Ego Strengths, covering eight dimensions: hope, will,
purpose, competence, fidelity, love, care, and wisdom.
School belonging was assessed using the 27-item
School Belonging Questionnaire, comprising teacher
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support, academic engagement, peer belonging,
school connectedness, social participation, and
perceived respect and fairness. Internal consistency
coefficients in the present study were 0.83 for social
interest, 0.80 for ego strength, and 0.85 for school
belonging.

Data analysis was conducted using R version 4.3.1
and relevant statistical packages, particularly psych
and lavaan. Descriptive statistics, including means,
standard deviations, minimum and maximum scores,
skewness, and kurtosis, were calculated. Preliminary
assumptions of normality, linearity, multicollinearity,
influential outliers, and common method bias were
examined. Pearson correlations were calculated
among the principal variables. Confirmatory factor
analyses were performed before testing the structural
model. Model fit was evaluated using y¥*/df, CFI, NFI,
IFI, TLI, RMSEA, and SRMR. The mediating role of
school belonging was tested through bootstrapping
with 1,000 resamples and 95% confidence intervals.
An indirect effect was considered statistically
significant when its confidence interval did not
include zero.

Findings

Of the 386 participants, 207 (53.6%) were girls and
179 (46.4%) were boys. A total of 176 students
(45.6%) were in Grade 10 and 210 (54.4%) were in
Grade 11. Regarding perceived school safety, 68.4%
of the students rated their sense of safety at school as
high or very high. The mean total ego strength score
was 226.85 (SD=48.56), the mean school belonging
score was 99.64 (SD=22.54), and the mean social
interest score was 100.59 (SD=22.13). Skewness and
kurtosis values for all study variables were within £2,
supporting acceptable univariate normality.

Preliminary analyses indicated that the assumptions
required for structural modeling were adequately
satisfied. Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests were
nonsignificant for ego strength, school belonging, and
social interest. Variance inflation factors remained
below conventional thresholds, and no influential
multivariate outliers were identified. Harman’s single-
factor test showed that the first factor accounted for
only 26.4% of the total variance, providing no
evidence of substantial common method bias.

Pearson correlation analysis demonstrated statistically
significant positive relationships among the three
principal constructs. Ego strength was positively
associated with school belonging (r=0.65, p<0.01) and
social interest (r=0.70, p<0.01), while school
belonging was positively associated with social

interest (r=0.72, p<0.01). Confirmatory factor
analyses demonstrated acceptable measurement-
model fit for all three constructs. For ego strength,
y*/df=2.31, CFI=0.92, NF1=0.90, IFI=0.92, TLI=0.91,
RMSEA=0.055, and SRMR=0.047. For school
belonging, ¥?/df=2.54, CF1=0.92, NFI1=0.90, IF1=0.92,
TLI=0.91, RMSEA=0.059, and SRMR=0.051. For
social interest, ¥*df=2.43, CFI=0.93, NFI=0.91,

IFI1=0.93, TLI=0.92, RMSEA=0.057, and
SRMR=0.048.
The final structural model also demonstrated

satisfactory fit to the observed data, with y*/df=2.45,
CF1=0.94, NF1=0.92, IFI=0.94, TLI=0.93,
RMSEA=0.054, and SRMR=0.042. Ego strength
significantly and positively predicted school
belonging (f=0.44, 2z=8.32, p<0.001). School
belonging significantly predicted social interest
(B=0.51, z=10.65, p<0.001). Ego strength also
retained a significant direct association with social
interest after school belonging was entered into the
model (B=0.37, z=6.86, p<0.001). Ego strength
explained 42% of the variance in school belonging,
while ego strength and school belonging jointly
explained 61% of the variance in social interest.

Bootstrapping confirmed a significant indirect effect
of ego strength on social interest through school
belonging. The standardized indirect effect was 0.224
(SE=0.033), with a 95% confidence interval from
0.159 to 0.289. Because the confidence interval did
not include zero, the indirect pathway was statistically
significant. The standardized total effect of ego
strength on social interest was 0.594. Because the
direct effect remained significant after inclusion of the
mediator, school belonging demonstrated partial
rather than complete mediation. Approximately
37.7% of the total association between ego strength
and social interest was transmitted through school
belonging.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results demonstrate that ego strength constitutes
an important individual psychological resource
associated with adolescents’ social interest.
Adolescents with greater capacity for emotional
regulation, frustration tolerance, realistic appraisal,
behavioral control, and adaptive management of
interpersonal challenges appear more capable of
developing socially constructive orientations. Such
adolescents may be better prepared to move beyond
immediate self-focused concerns, understand the
perspectives of others, cooperate in interpersonal
situations, and demonstrate concern for collective
welfare.




The significant relationship between ego strength and
school belonging further indicates that belonging is
shaped not only by external characteristics of schools
but also by students’ internal psychological resources.
Adolescents who can effectively regulate emotions
and manage interpersonal difficulties may be more
successful in developing supportive peer and teacher
relationships. They may also interpret challenges
within school less defensively and participate more
effectively in school activities. These experiences can
strengthen their perception that they are accepted,
respected, and valued members of the school
community.

School belonging emerged as a particularly important
predictor of social interest. Adolescents who
experience stronger relationships with peers and
teachers, perceive fairness and respect, and feel
emotionally connected to their school may have
greater opportunities to practice cooperative and
prosocial behavior. School therefore appears to
function as a developmental social context in which
concern for others, empathy, participation, and mutual
responsibility can be experienced repeatedly in
everyday interactions.

The mediation finding provides the central
contribution of the study. Ego strength was associated
with social interest both directly and indirectly
through school belonging. This pattern suggests that
internal psychological resources do not influence
adolescents’ social orientation exclusively through
intrapersonal processes. Part of their influence is
expressed through adolescents’ relationships with and
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experiences of their immediate social environment.
Stronger ego capacities may facilitate more adaptive
engagement with school, which subsequently
promotes greater social interest.

The partial nature of mediation is also theoretically
meaningful. School belonging explained a substantial
proportion of the relationship, but it did not fully
account for it. Ego strength therefore appears to
contribute to social interest through additional
mechanisms beyond school belonging, potentially
including emotional regulation, empathy,
interpersonal competence, frustration tolerance, and
broader social experiences outside school. Overall, the
findings support an integrated person-context
perspective in which adolescent social development
emerges from the interaction between internal
psychological capacities and meaningful social
environments.

In conclusion, the present study demonstrated that ego
strength positively predicts adolescents’ social interest
and that school belonging partially mediates this
relationship. The model explained a substantial
proportion of variance in social interest, highlighting
both ego strength and school belonging as relevant
factors in adolescents’ social development. These
findings suggest that efforts to strengthen adolescents’
social interest may be most effective when they
simultaneously promote internal  psychological
capacities and  foster school  environments
characterized by acceptance, participation, supportive
relationships, fairness, and meaningful belonging.
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