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Abstract

Objectives: To investigate social functioning and mental wellbeing in 13-15 year-old adolescents in Iran and
Finland, in order to explore potential cultural and gender-based differences during early adolescence.

Methods: One thousand and one (1001) adolescents from Iran and 2205 adolescents from Finland (age range
13-15 years) filled in a questionnaire consisting of the following scales: the Mini Direct and Indirect Aggression Scale
(Mini-DIA), the Self-Efficacy Questionnaire for Children (SEQ-C), the School Burnout Inventory (SBI), and the
Multidimensional Scale for Perceived Social Support Assessment (MSPSSA).

Results: Iranian boys scored highest on Aggression, Victimization, and School Burnout, and lowest on Social
Support, Academic Self-Efficacy, and Interpersonal Self-Efficacy. The Finnish boys scored highest on Interpersonal
Self-Efficacy and Emotional Self-Efficacy, and lowest on School Burnout and Victimization. Finnish girls had the
highest scores on Social Support and Academic Self-Efficacy, but the lowest on Aggression and Emotional Self-
Efficacy. The Iranian girls did not have any highest or lowest scores in this sample.

Conclusion: Clear differences due to culture and gender were found. It appears that Iranian boys, despite their
higher societal status than girls, experience their school environment as more stressful than Iranian girls do, and

than Finnish boys do as well. The findings are discussed.

C

J

Keywords: Adolescence; Aggression; Victimization; Self-efficacy;
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Introduction

Research on psychosocial aspects of life in Iranian schools is still
relatively scant. The overall aim of the present study was explorative,
conducted in order to bring more light upon factors related to social
functioning and mental wellbeing among Iranian adolescents in the
school environment. More specifically, the prevalence of aggression,
victimization from others’ aggression, school burnout, social support,
and self-efficacy in 13-15 year-old students in Iran were investigated.
For the sake of comparison with data from a Western country, data
were also collected from adolescents in Finland, with the same research
tools.

Although the overwhelming majority of Iranian adolescents are
well-adjusted, a substantial group exhibits high levels of maladjustment
and deficient functioning. Although aggressive and violent behaviors
are not new in Iran, the recent escalation of criminal violence among
the adolescent population has become a serious public health problem
[1]. In the following, a brief review of previous studies in Iran on the
topics covered in the present study will be provided.

Aggression problems: From the early 1970s, Iranian scholars have
highlighted the side effects of youth and adolescent aggression [2]. A
perfunctory review of Iranian newspapers and television talkshows
reveals that violence, particularly violence perpetrated by youths, is of
major concern in every sector of Iranian society. Accordingly, the

prevalence of aggression among boys is higher than among girls [3]. In
a casecontrol study conducted in 1991, the degree of anxiety,
depression, aggression, and delinquency in 12- to 19-year-old
adolescents from broken families was compared with that of
adolescents from intact homes. It showed that girls from broken
families were more depressed and anxious as compared to their male
counterparts, who exhibited more aggressive and delinquent behaviors.
The study did not offer any data pertaining to the prevalence of the
problem. Later, in a survey of 800 high school children, the prevalence
of aggression was estimated to be as high as 40% [4]. Without any
attempt to show the prevalence of aggression, a survey of 498
intermediate students and their 43 teachers in Tehran indicated that
verbal aggression was a common phenomenon among these students
[5]. A study of 333 intermediate students in Tehran estimated the
prevalence rate of aggression to be between 38% and 45% [6]. Another
survey of 375 high school children in southern Iran showed that more
than half of the students exercised verbal and physical aggression at
school [7]. Another study conducted in the western region of Iran
indicated that nearly 40% of high school students exhibited verbal and
physical aggression [8]. A survey of 499 high school students in
Hamadan showed that almost half of them (48%) were aggressive [9].
Meysamie et al. found among 1403 children attending 43
kindergartens that, according to parents’ ratings, the prevalence of
physical, verbal, and indirect aggression was 9.9%, 6.3%, and 1.6%,
respectively; while, based on teachers’ ratings, the same prevalence was
10.9% , 4.9%, and 6%, respectively [10].

Consequences of aggression: Childhood aggression may lead to
severe social disorders in adolescence and adulthood. Aggression is a
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fundamental health problem in children and one of the most common
reasons for referring children to mental health consults [11]. During
childhood, aggression increases the chance of becoming a bully, bully/
victim, or victim [12]. It is also related to maladjusted behavior and
undesirable social skills [13]. In addition, earlier aggression may lead
to several behavioral and social disorders in adolescence and
adulthood; for instance, alcohol and drug abuse, violence, depression,
suicide attempts, spouse abuse, and neglectful and abusive parenting
[14, 15]. Longitudinal studies show that negative outcomes tend to be
more severe in children whose aggressive behaviors were established
already in early childhood in comparison to those children whose
aggressive behaviors were established later on, during early adulthood
[16].

School bullying: Bullying is one of the most common and serious
forms of proactive aggression. Bullying is a group process, and
therefore children involved may assume various roles, often beyond
the role of a typical bully or victim [17]. Khezri et al., in a sample of
564 students from middle schools in Iran, found that 79.6% of pupils
in some way - from mild to severe - had been involved in bullying and
about 81% of these had been victims of bullying. In addition, 88% of
the involved students were categorized as bully/victims. Findings also
showed that 85% of boys and 72% of girls somehow - from mild to
severe — had attempted to bully others. Approximately, 87% of boys
and 73% of girls had sometimes been victims of bullying [18].

Victimization from school aggression and bullying: There are only
few studies on the effect of being victimized from others’ aggression in
Iranian schools. However, being a victim of school bullying may
seriously affect the personality and behavior of those who are exposed
to it. Peer victimization has distinguishable characteristics at
individual, school, and environmental levels [19]. Victims reported
greater truancy and lower Grade Point Average (GPA) than non-
victims. They also experienced social and psychological adjustment
difficulties concurrent with their victimization [20].

School burnout: School burnout is a relatively new area of interest,
and there is no internationally published article that has investigated
school burnout in Iran. However, Marzoughi et al, in a study
published in Persian (Farsi), found a relationship between lack of
justice and equality in the class room and school burnout [21].
Kalantarkousheh et al.,, found that female students experienced more
burnout than males. Ph.D. students had less experiences of academic
burnout compared to students with other academic degrees [22].

Self-efficacy: Abazari et al, found that school commitment and
school rewards for involvement had a significant negative association
with multiple health risk behaviors [23]. In addition, Elahi Motlagh
found that self-evaluation, self-directing and self-regulation are
correlated with academic achievement [24]. The findings by Heidari et
al,, point out the importance of nurturing learners’ self-efficacy beliefs
and its impact on successful learning experiences and achievement
[25]. Asadi Piran found significant relationships between a positive
self-concept and a reading comprehension scale, and between self-
esteem and reading comprehension scores [26].

Social support: Roohafza et al, found a significant negative
association between social support and acute coronary syndrome [27].
Cheraghi et al. found a significant relationship between perceived
social support and quality of life [28]. However, Campbell’s analysis
failed to support the hypothesis that perceived social support would
moderate the effects of psychological distress on college adjustment
[29].

The present study is explorative, investigating factors related to
social functioning and mental wellbeing in Iranian adolescents 13-15
years of age. The investigated factors were peer aggression and
victimization from peer aggression, school burnout, self-efficacy, and
social support. For the sake of comparison with a Western society, the
same factors were investigated in adolescents of similar age in Finland.

Method

Samples

Iranian sample: The Iranian sample consisted of 1001 pupils (659
girls, 342 boys) from 22 middle schools (120 girl schools, 12 boy
schools) in Gorgan, a city with about 300 000 people, located in
northern Iran. The mean age of the girls was 13.4 years (SD=0.5), and
the mean age of the boys was 13.5 years (SD=0.6).

Finnish sample: The Finnish sample consisted of 2205 pupils from
23 middle schools in Ostrobothnia, a region in Western Finland. The
mean age of the girls was 15.0 years (SD=0.7), and the mean age of the
boys was 15.0 years (SD=0.7). The age difference between the two
samples was significant [F(1,2801)=2192.85, p<0.001, np2=0.439].
Accordingly, age had to be treated as a covariate in the subsequent
analysis.

Instrument

Data were collected by use of questionnaire, adapted from the
Ostrobothnian Youth Survey (OYS) [30]. It addressed adolescent life in
a specific region in Western Finland, Ostrobothnia, and it consisted of
a number of scales measuring behavior both at home and at school. In
the present study, results based on the following scales and subscales
will be presented: a 3-item version of the Mini Direct and Indirect
Aggression Scale (Mini-DIA) [31]; the Self-Efficacy Questionnaire for
Children (SEQ-C) [32]; the School Burnout Inventory (SBI) [33]; and
the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support Assessment
[34].The number of items of each scale, as well as Cronbach’s a-values
as a measure of reliability, are presented in Table 1.

Scales Number of | Iran Finland
items o a
Aggression 3 0.76 0.64
Victimization 3 0.76 0.64
Social Support 8 0.74 0.86
School Burnout 10 0.74 0.88
Self Efficacy-Academic 7 0.74 0.85
Self Efficacy-Interpersonal 7 0.68 0.84
Self Efficacy-Emotional 7 0.76 0.90

Table 1: Reliability scores for the scales of the study

Procedure

Data were collected during regular school lessons, with one of the
researchers or an assistant present. It took about one hour to fill in the
questionnaire.
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Ethical considerations

Data were collected under strict anonymity with the consent of
school authorities and parents. As a whole, the study was conducted in
accordance with required ethical standards by Abo Akademi
University.

Results

A two-way multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was
conducted with country (Iran vs. Finland) and sex (boys vs. girls) as

independent variables, age as covariate, and the seven scales
(aggression, victimization, social support, school burnout, academic
self-efficacy, emotional self-efficacy, and interpersonal self-efficacy as
dependent variables.

In this analysis, we witness a significant age and national difference
between the Iranian and the Finnish samples. The results are presented
in Table 2 and Figure 1.

F df ps np? Group
differences
Effect of Age (Covariate) 3.47 7, 1407 0.001 0.017
Multivariate Analysis
Effect of Country
Multivariate Analysis 2.75 7, 1407 ‘ 0.008 ‘ 0.013 ‘
Univariate Analyses
Aggression 3.26 1, 1413 0.07 0.004 (Fi>Ir)
Victimization 2.15 ” ns 0.001
Social Support 2.67 ? 0.002 0.001 Fi>Ir
School Burnout 9.43 7 0.001 0.001 Ir>Fi
Self Efficacy-Academic 1.221 " ns 0.007
Self Efficacy- Interpersonal 7.40 " ns 0.001
Self Efficacy- Emotional 0.17 " 0.066 0.002 Ir>Fi
Effect of Sex
Multivariate Analysis 21.65 7, 1407 ‘ 0.001 ‘ 0.097
Univariate Analyses
Aggression 15.19 1, 1413 0.001 0.001 Boys>Girls
Victimization 3.79 0.052 0.004 Boys>Girls
Social Support 5.27 0.022 0.000 Girls>Boys
School Burnout 0.39 " ns 0.004 Girls>Boys
Self Efficacy-Academic 3.00 " 0.083 0.000 Girls>Boys
Self Efficacy- Interpersonal 2.51 " ns 0.002 Boys>Girls
Self Efficacy- Emotional 91.28 " 0.001 0.020 Boys>Girls
Interaction Country x Sex
Multivariate Analysis 5.88 7,1407 0.001 0.028
Univariate Analyses
Aggression 1.13 1, 1383 ns 0.001 I*) Boys high
F**) Girls low
Victimization 5.57 ” 0.018 0.004 | Boys high
F Boys low
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Social Support 0.01 " ns 0.000
School Burnout 5.56 " 0.023 0.004 | Boys high
F Boys low
Self Efficacy-Academic 0.02 7 ns 0.000
Self Efficacy- Interpersonal 242 " ns 0.002
Self Efficacy- Emotional 29.00 " 0.001 0.020 F Girls low

Table 2: Results from a 2 x 2 multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) with country and sex as independent variables, age as covariate, and
the seven scales of the study as dependent variables’) I = Iranian™") = Finnish. Cf. Figure 1.

Aggression p

Victimization

Social Support
O Girls Finland

School Burnout O Boys Finland

CF LA AL LA AT TTIIILS
(e A YT

PIGirls Iran
\ ]
self Efficacy-Academic prrrr 77 rr7rrr 77 77 T 77 77 7773 MBoys Iran
A A A A At
\ 1
self Efficacy-Interpersonal  prazrrrrrrrrzrrr s 77T 777
A At
L [ ]
Self Efficacy-Emotional yrrrrzrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr
A Ao
:
o o5 1 15 2 25 3 35 (max.=4)

Figure 1: Mean scores for boys and girls in Iran and Finland,
respectively, on the seven scales of the study. Cf. Table 2 for
statistical comparisons.

As Table 2 shows, age would have affected the results if not kept as a
covariate. The analysis determined that on some measures
(Aggression, Victimization, Self-Efficacy Interpersonal and Self-
Efficacy Emotional) boys had higher score than girls. On the remaining
measures (Social Support, School Burnout, and Academic Self-
Efficacy), girls had higher scores. The interaction between country and
sex revealed that Iranian boys scored highest on Aggression,
Victimization, School Burnout and lowest on Social Support, Academic
Self-Efficacy and Interpersonal Self-Efficacy. The Finnish boys scored
highest on Interpersonal Self-Efficacy and Emotional Self-Efficacy, but
lowest on School Burnout and Victimization. As for girls, Iranian girls
did not get any highest or lowest scores. However, Finnish girls had the
highest scores on Social Support and Academic Self-Efficacy, but the
lowest on Aggression and Emotional Self-Efficacy.

Discussion

In this study, factors related to social functioning and mental
wellbeing in Iranian and Finnish adolescents 13-15 years of age were
investigated. The dependent variables were aggression, victimization,
school burnout, self-efficacy, and social support.

Boys and girls in Iran have a different life situation in family and
society than in Finland. For instance, boys have more liberties than
girls do, they can play outside of the house, and they do not need to

cover up their whole body as girls do when wearing a hijab. They
inherit twice as much as girls do. It is more acceptable for boys to have
a girlfriend than it is for girls to have a boyfriend. Boys have more
employment opportunities, and they get more chances in academic
fields; in fact, some fields of study accept only boys. Moreover,
aggression among boys is more acceptable than among girls. Since
childhood, family, school, and the media start to bombard children
with rules about acceptable and unacceptable roles of their gender.
However, the difference in freedom between boys and girls is not the
whole of the story. In Iranian families, girls are considered to be the
most sensitive offspring in the family, and it is also believed that girls
are more concerned about their parents, who thus receive indirect
benefits from girls. For example, the likelihood of receiving positive
feedback and emotional attention from parents in the form of hugs and
kisses is higher for girls.

Girls serve to some extent as mediators between parents and male
siblings in the family, which accounts for the high level of social
support for girls in Iran. In addition, in Iran, doing military service is
obligatory for boys (except for rare cases of exemption) and before
fulfilling this obligation, boys do not receive any employment
opportunities. The obligatory military service affects boys’ decision to
attend university as well. Competing in the national higher education
comprehensive entrance exam is the only way to be admitted to public
universities, and this exam takes place right after high school
graduation. Boys who fail in the entrance exam will automatically be
drafted into military service. Accordingly, if they fail the exam, they
must either apply for private universities or enroll into military service.

On the other hand, one of the essential gender-based rules for men
is to earn money; thus, finding job is a big concern for boys. As a result
of this pressure, annually a number of male students drop out of high
schools to find a simple job as soon as possible. This fact also might
explain the high level of school burnout in boys.
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