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Abstract

This study aimed to investigate the mediating role of personality traits in the relationships of
self-differentiation and identity dimensions with university students’ political and social
attitudes. This descriptive-correlational study employed path analysis. The statistical
population consisted of students at the Islamic Azad University, Tabriz Branch, during the
2023-2024 academic year, from whom 300 participants were selected through convenience
sampling. Data were collected using the Self-Differentiation Questionnaire, Extended
Objective Measure of Ego Identity Status, NEO Five-Factor Inventory, Right-Wing
Authoritarianism  Scale, and Harrison Social Orientation Scale. Pearson correlation and
structural equation modeling were conducted using SPSS-24 and AMOS-24. Self-
differentiation had no significant direct effect on political or social attitudes, whereas achieved
identity exerted a significant direct effect on political attitude, and achieved, moratorium, and
foreclosure identity statuses significantly predicted social attitude. Openness to Experience
significantly mediated the relationship of self-differentiation with political attitude (f=-0.045)
and social attitude (=0.046), while Conscientiousness mediated the relationship between self-
differentiation and social attitude (B=0.061). Openness to Experience also significantly
mediated the relationships between all identity dimensions and both political and social — How tocite: Safarloue, A., Moheb, M., Vahedi, Sh.
attitudes. Agreeableness mediated selected pathways from identity statuses to political attitude, 2oz T aﬁjlaﬁg’;ni?t's ppeween Sl
whereas Neuroticism and Conscientiousness mediated selected pathways from identity statuses —Students’ Political and Social _Attitudes: The
to social attitude. The final structural model demonstrated acceptable fit indices (y*/df=2.89, I';/leflil\/ait(;?,ngzgll’?]ig;,Z?Sf);_]—azhlt_.y Traits. Cognition,
CFI=0.94, GFI=0.93, TLI=0.95, RMSEA=0.072). Personality traits, particularly Openness to

Experience and Conscientiousness, constitute important mechanisms through which self-

differentiation and identity statuses are associated with students’ political and social attitudes.

The findings underscore the importance of cognitive flexibility and internal organization in

explaining the development of socio-political orientations among university students.

Keywords: Self-Differentiation; Identity Dimensions; Personality Traits; Political Attitude;

Social Attitude.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
University education represents a critical developmental context in which young adults encounter new
intellectual, cultural, interpersonal, and political experiences. Beyond its educational function, the university
environment can influence students’ worldviews, value systems, identities, social judgments, and orientations
toward political and social issues. Exposure to diverse perspectives and expanded social networks encourages
students to reassess previously acquired beliefs and develop increasingly autonomous positions on public
matters. Accordingly, students’ political and social attitudes cannot be fully explained solely by demographic
or environmental factors; rather, they emerge through the interaction of personality, identity development,
family experiences, and broader social influences. Previous research has demonstrated that both family and
university contexts contribute to the development of students’ socio-political orientations (Hashemian-Far et
al., 2015), while personality and ego identity have also been associated with students’ political participation
(Madahi et al., 2021).
Political attitudes encompass individuals’ relatively stable evaluations, beliefs, and orientations regarding
political authority, ideology, social order, traditions, and public affairs. Social attitudes similarly represent
patterns of cognitive and affective evaluation concerning other individuals, groups, institutions, and social
phenomena. Contemporary attitude research emphasizes that such orientations are multidimensional and
shaped by complex cognitive and contextual processes (Sherman & Klein, 2021). Within political psychology,
authoritarianism, conservatism, and traditionalism have been conceptualized as related but distinguishable
dimensions of political orientation (Duckitt & Bizumic, 2013). Psychological needs for order, certainty,
security, and responses to perceived threat may also contribute to ideological differences (Jost et al., 2017).
These findings highlight the importance of identifying psychological mechanisms that underlie individual
differences in political and social attitudes.
One potentially important psychological factor is self-differentiation. Self-differentiation refers to an
individual’s capacity to maintain intellectual and emotional autonomy while remaining meaningfully
connected to others. Within Bowen’s family systems framework, highly differentiated individuals are better
able to distinguish cognitive processes from emotional reactions and preserve an independent position under
interpersonal or systemic pressure (Goldenberg & Goldenberg, 2024). Research conducted among Iranian
families has confirmed the importance of self-differentiation for psychological and relational functioning
(Seyed-Majidi et al., 2023). Its multidimensional structure and relevance across cultural contexts have also
received empirical support (Neophytou et al., 2021). Moreover, lower differentiation has been associated with
stress and maladaptive psychological outcomes (Buser et al., 2019), whereas family-based problem-solving
interventions may contribute to greater differentiation (Zein-Alabedini & Kakabarai, 2024). Thus, self-
differentiation may influence how individuals respond to social pressure, conflicting viewpoints, and
ideological expectations.
Identity constitutes another central psychological foundation of socio-political orientation. Identity
development involves the exploration, evaluation, and commitment processes through which individ uals
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establish relatively coherent understandings of who they are and what values, beliefs, and goals they endorse.
Contemporary approaches conceptualize identity as an evolving process rather than a fixed psychological state
(Sawatsky & Monrouxe, 2023). Cognitive dispositions, identity-processing styles, and identity commitments
also appear to influence one another over time (Berzonsky & Papini, 2022). Consequently, individuals
characterized by different identity statuses may approachsocial and political information differently. Empirical
evidence has linked identity-related processes to political participation (Dastouri et al., 2023), collective
cultural identity to social participation (Safaece & Ahmadpour, 2025), and identity styles to other
psychological characteristics (Askarian Moghadan et al., 2013). Identity-processing style has additionally
been associated with morally significant psychological experiences, further suggesting that identity
organization affects how individuals interpret value-laden situations (James et al., 2023).

Personality traits may provide an important mechanism through which self-differentiation and identity are
translated into political and social attitudes. Personality refers to relatively stable patterns of cognition, affect,
and behavior that influence adaptation to environmental demands (Atkinson et al., 2022; Karimi, 2023). The
Five-Factor Model describes personality through Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openness to Experience,
Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness. These broad tendencies interact with contextual experiences and
acquired adaptations to influence attitudes and behavior (McCrae & Costa, 2021). Previous studies have linked
personality characteristics to political attitudes (Gheiyor-Vahdat & Farahani, 2018), political interest and
voting behavior (Furnham & Cheng, 2019), and willingness to engage in policy-related activities (Schwartz-
Tayri, 2021). Meta-analytic evidence has also demonstrated meaningful relationships between personality
characteristics and cultural attitudes (Blais-Rochette et al., 2022). Personality characteristics have further
been associated with numerous behavioral and emotional outcomes among students and young people
(Akbarzadeh et al., 2023; Ensanimehr et al., 2022; Farah Bijari et al., 2015; Salgi et al., 2021; Yavari
Kermani et al., 2022).

Among these traits, Openness to Experience may be particularly important because it reflects intellectual
curiosity, cognitive flexibility, receptivity to novel ideas, and willingness to reconsider existing assumptions.
Conscientiousness may contribute through self-regulation, responsibility, organization, and adherence to
personally meaningful commitments. Neuroticism may operate through emotional instability and sensitivity
to uncertainty, whereas Agreeableness and Extraversion may influence orientations through interpersonal
processes. Social orientation itself has been associated with ethical and interpersonal behavior (Gheiyor-
Baghbani et al., 2016; Hashemi et al., 2014). Taken together, previous findings suggest that personality traits
may not merely function as independent predictors but may constitute mechanisms connecting deeper
structures of self and identity to socio-political orientations. However, relatively little research has
simultaneously examined self-differentiation, multiple identity statuses, personality traits, and political and
social attitudes within a unified mediation model. Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the
mediating role of personality traits in the relationships of self-differentiation and identity dimensions with
political and social attitudes among university students.

Methods and Materials

The study employed a descriptive-correlational, cross-sectional design using path analysis and structural
equation modeling. The statistical population consisted of students enrolled at Islamic Azad University, Tabriz
Branch, during the 2023-2024 academic year. Based on recommendations regarding adequate sample size for
structural equation modeling and the number of latent variables included in the proposed model, 300 students
were selected through convenience sampling. Eligibility criteria included being over 20 years of age and
studying at the undergraduate level or above. Participants who did not complete the questionnaires, declined
participation, or provided apparently random or patterned responses were excluded.
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Data were collected using the Self-Differentiation Questionnaire, the Extended Objective Measure of Ego
Identity Status-2, the NEO Five-Factor Inventory, the Right-Wing Authoritarianism Scale, and the Harrison
Social Orientation Scale. The identity instrument assessed achieved, foreclosure, moratorium, and diffused
identity statuses, whereas the NEO inventory assessed Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openness to Experience,
Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness. Political attitude was evaluated using the Right-Wing Authoritarianism
Scale, and social attitude was assessed through the Harrison Social Orientation Scale. Participation was
voluntary, written informed consent was obtained, and confidentiality and withdrawal rights were ensured.
Data were analyzed using SPSS-24 and AMOS-24. Pearson correlations were calculated, assumptions for
structural equation modeling were evaluated, direct and indirect effects were tested, and bootstrapping was
used to assess mediation. Model adequacy was evaluated using y*/df, CFI, GFI, TLI, and RMSEA.

Findings

The final sample consisted of 300 students. Preliminary analysis indicated acceptable normality, absence of
substantial multivariate outliers, and adequate internal consistency of the measures. Pearson correlations
demonstrated significant relationships among several components of self-differentiation, identity status,
personality traits, and political and social attitudes.

Path analysis showed that self-differentiation had no statistically significant direct effect on either political
attitude (B=-0.120) orsocial attitude (B=0.048). Among identity dimensions, achieved identity had a significant
direct effect on political attitude (B=-0.122), whereas foreclosure, moratorium, and diffused identities did not
show significant direct effects on political attitude. Regarding social attitude, foreclosure identity had a
significant negative direct effect (B=-0.194), while moratorium ($=0.122) and achieved identity (=0.179) had
significant positive direct effects. Diffused identity had no significant direct effect on social attitude.
Bootstrapping analysis indicated that Openness to Experience significantly mediated the relationship between
self-differentiation and political attitude (f=-0.045). Self-differentiation also exerted significant indirect effects
on social attitude through Openness to Experience (=0.046) and Conscientiousness (=0.061).

Openness to Experience significantly mediated the relationships of all four identity statuses with political
attitude: diffused identity ($=0.097), moratorium identity (B=-0.042), achieved identity ($=-0.046), and
foreclosure identity ($=0.080). Agreeableness additionally mediated the effects of moratorium ($=-0.039) and
foreclosure identity (B=-0.047) on political attitude.

For social attitude, Openness to Experience again emerged as the most consistent mediator, mediating the
pathways from diffused (f=0.097), moratorium (p=-0.043), foreclosure (p=-0.082), and achieved identity
(B=0.026) to social attitude. Moratorium identity also showed significant indirect effects through Neuroticism
(B=0.036) and Conscientiousness (f=0.044), while achieved identity showed a significant indirect effect
through Conscientiousness (B=-0.059). The final structural model demonstrated acceptable fit, with y*>/df=2.89,
CFI1=0.94, GFI=0.93, TLI=0.95, and RMSEA=0.072.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that personality traits constitute important psychological pathways linking self-
differentiation and identity organization with university students’ political and social attitudes. A particularly
important result was the absence of significant direct effects of self-differentiation on either political or social
attitudes alongside the presence of significant indirect pathways. This pattern suggests that the influence of
self-differentiation is not necessarily expressed directly in socio-political orientations. Instead, the capacity to
maintain cognitive and emotional autonomy may first shape dispositional characteristics through which
individuals interpret and respond to social and political environments.

Openness to Experience emerged as the most consistent mediator in the model. It mediated the relationship
between self-differentiation and both types of attitudes and also mediated the relationships between every
identity status and political and social attitudes. This pattern highlights cognitive flexibility, intellectual
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curiosity, and receptivity to alternative viewpoints as particularly important mechanisms through which
internal structures of self and identity become translated into broader orientations toward society and politics.
Individuals who are capable of considering novel information and revising existing assumptions may transform
their identity experiences into more differentiated socio-political evaluations.

Conscientiousness played a more selective role, particularly in pathways leading to social attitudes. Its
mediation of the effects of self-differentiation and some identity statuses suggests that self-regulation,
organization, responsibility, and commitment may help convert internal psychological organization into more
stable social orientations. Neuroticism also showed a limited but significant mediating role in some identity -
related pathways to social attitudes, suggesting that emotional instability and sensitivity to uncertainty may
become particularly important when identity commitments remain unsettled or psychologically demanding.
Agreeableness contributed to selected pathways from identity status to political attitude, indicating that
interpersonal harmony and responsiveness to others may also influence how certain identity configurations are
expressed politically.

The significant direct effects of achieved identity on political and social attitudes further underscore the
importance of identity consolidation. A relatively coherent identity developed through exploration and
commitment appears to provide a more organized foundation for evaluating social and political issues. At the
same time, the significant direct effects of moratorium and foreclosure identity on social attitudes indicate that
even less fully consolidated identity configurations can influence social orientations, although potentially
through different psychological processes.

Overall, the acceptable fit of the structural model supports a multidimensional explanation of students’ socio-
political attitudes in which self-differentiation and identity status operate in conjunction with personality
characteristics rather than as isolated predictors. The results suggest that Openness to Experience is the most
prominent psychological bridge connecting the internal organization of self and identity with political and
social attitudes, while Conscientiousness, Neuroticism, and Agreeableness contribute to more specific
pathways. Accordingly, understanding students’ political and social orientations requires attention not only to
their identity commitments and capacity for psychological differentiation but also to the personality-based
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral mechanisms through which these internal structures are expressed in
social life.
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