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The objective of the current investigation was to assemble a self-determination training
package and assess its efficacy in enhancing the psychological coherence and alleviating
symptoms of depression, anxiety, and tension in students. This research was a hybrid of
exploratory designs, with the qualitative component being thematic analysis and the
quantitative component being semi-experimental. The quantitative component included
a control group and a three-month pre-test-post-test-follow-up plan. The desired package
was compiled and its validity was confirmed after the themes were coded in the
qualitative segment, which included scientific texts related to the theory of self-
determination and the theoretical sampling method. In the quantitative part, the research
community consisted of students studying at Farhangian University of Birjand,
including Imam Sajjad and Shahid Bahonar campuses in the academic year of 2022-
2023. The cohort consisted of 40 students (20 female and 20 male) who voluntarily
registered and were randomly assigned to two experimental and control groups. The
control group did not receive any training, while the experimental group was instructed
in self-determination skills for three months in twelve 90-minute sessions. The
psychological symptoms scale (DASS-21) and the psychological coherence
questionnaire (PCQ) were employed as research tools. NVIVO-10 software was used to
analyze qualitative data and SPSS-26 was used to analyze quantitative data. The results
showed that self-determination training has an effect on reducing depression (F= 83.92),
anxiety (F= 149.81) and stress (F= 72.24) and increasing psychological cohesion (F=
223.50) in students. This effectiveness continued in the follow-up period (P< 0.001).
The findings indicate that it is imperative to implement self-determination training in
order to enhance the mental health of students.
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Extended Abstract
Aim

Promoting university students' mental health remains a major concern for higher education systems. Upon
entering university, many students encounter academic, social, and personal challenges that increase their
vulnerability to psychological symptoms such as depression, anxiety, and stress (Seyedahmadi et al., 2021;
Moslemi et al., 2019). Psychological cohesion, which reflects individuals' capacity to perceive life as
comprehensible, manageable, and meaningful, plays a key role in coping with stress and maintaining mental
well-being (Del-Pino-Casado et al., 2019; Dadaczynski et al., 2022). Self-Determination Theory (SDT) proposes
that supporting the basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness enhances
psychological adjustment and well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2020; Andreadakis et al., 2019). Although previous
studies have demonstrated the benefits of self-determination for psychological functioning, no comprehensive
self-determination training package has been developed and evaluated for Iranian university students.

Therefore, the present study aimed to develop a self-determination training package based on Deci and Ryan's
theory and investigate its effectiveness on psychological symptoms (depression, anxiety, and stress) and
psychological cohesion among Farhangian University students, with a three-month follow-up.

Methodology

This study employed an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design. In the qualitative phase, thematic
analysis was conducted on scientific documents related to Self-Determination Theory, including 65 Persian and
English books and articles selected through theoretical sampling. The qualitative data were coded manually and
analyzed using NVivo-10 software. Based on the extracted components of Self-Determination Theory, a self-
determination training package was developed and validated by experts in educational psychology and
curriculum planning. The content validity of the package was assessed using the Content Validity Ratio (CVR)
and Krippendorff’s alpha, and the reliability of thematic analysis was confirmed using the Holsti coefficient
(0.94).

In the quantitative phase, a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and three-month follow-up
assessments with a control group was used. The statistical population consisted of students studying at
Farhangian University of Birjand (Imam Sajjad and Shahid Bahonar campuses) during the 2022-2023 academic
year. The sample included 40 students (20 females and 20 males) who were voluntarily recruited and randomly
assigned to experimental and control groups using a random number table. The experimental group received the
self-determination training package in 12 weekly 90-minute sessions over three months, whereas the control
group received no intervention. Data were collected using the Depression Anxiety Stress Scale-21 (DASS-21;
Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995) and the Psychological Coherence Questionnaire (PCQ; Flensborg-Medsen et al.,
2006) and were analyzed using SPSS version 26 through repeated-measures analysis of covariance.

Findings
The thematic analysis of theoretical sources related to Self-Determination Theory resulted in the identification

of the main components of the theory and the development of a 12-session self-determination training package.
The developed package was validated by experts and demonstrated acceptable content validity and reliability.

The findings indicated that the self-determination training package was effective in improving students’
psychological outcomes. The results of repeated-measures ANCOVA showed significant differences between
the experimental and control groups in depression (F= 83.92, p< 0.001), anxiety (F= 149.81, p< 0.001), stress
(F= 72.24, p< 0.001), and psychological cohesion (F= 223.50, p< 0.001). Compared with the control group,
students who received self-determination training showed significant reductions in depression, anxiety, and
stress and a significant increase in psychological cohesion after the intervention.

The effectiveness of the intervention was maintained during the three-month follow-up period. Follow-up
analyses demonstrated significant differences between the experimental and control groups in all study variables,
indicating that self-determination training had sustained effects on reducing psychological symptoms and
enhancing psychological cohesion among Farhangian University students.
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Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that the self-determination training package was effective in
reducing students’ psychological symptoms (depression, anxiety, and stress) and improving psychological
cohesion, and these effects remained stable during the three-month follow-up period. These findings are
consistent with previous studies reporting the beneficial effects of self-determination on psychological
adjustment, emotional regulation, and mental health outcomes (Moore et al., 2021; Ferrand & Martinent, 2021;
Jaakkola et al., 2019; Ntoumanis et al., 2021; Van den Broeck et al., 2016).

According to Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2020), satisfaction of basic
psychological needs, including autonomy, competence, and relatedness, enhances intrinsic motivation, self-
regulation, and individuals’perceived control over life events. Therefore, training self-determination skills such
as goal setting, decision-making, problem-solving, self-regulation, and self-efficacy may help students cope
more effectively with stressful situations, regulate their emotions, and reduce psychological symptoms.
Moreover, increased autonomy and competence may enable students to interpret life challenges as more
manageable and meaningful, thereby strengthening their psychological cohesion.

The positive effect of self-determination training on psychological cohesion can also be explained by the fact
that self-determined individuals possess greater confidence in their abilities, use more adaptive coping strategies,
and experience higher levels of internal motivation. These characteristics facilitate resilience against stress and
improve psychological adjustment (Chiu, 2022; Ntoumanis et al., 2021; Van den Broeck et al., 2016).

The development of a theory-based self-determination training package and the inclusion of a three-month
follow-up assessment were among the strengths of this study. However, the findings should be interpreted
considering some limitations, including the development of the package mainly based on Self-Determination
Theory, the use of a volunteer sample, the inclusion of undergraduate students from one university, and the
reliance on self-report measures. Despite these limitations, the results have important practical implications for
psychologists, counselors, and educational practitioners. Future research is recommended to develop self-
determination interventions using broader motivational frameworks and to implement self-determination-based
educational workshops to improve students’ mental health, psychological cohesion, and reduce depression,
anxiety, and stress.
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