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Abstract:

Objective: The aim of this study was to examine the impact of mental health literacy on risky
behaviors with the mediating roles of self-perception and emotion regulation among secondary
school students.

Methods and Materials: This descriptive-correlational study was conducted among secondary
school students in District 1 of Sanandaj during the 2024-2025 academic year. A total of 280
participants were selected using stratified random sampling. Instruments included the Youth Risk
Behavior Survey (YRBS), the Mental Health Literacy Questionnaire, Harter’s Self-Perception
Profile, and Garnefski’s Emotion Regulation Questionnaire. Data were analyzed using Pearson
correlation and Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) via SPSS-27 and AMOS-21.

Findings: Results showed a significant negative relationship between mental health literacy and
risky behaviors (B = -0.28, p < 0.001). Mental health literacy also had significant direct effects on
self-perception (B = 0.43, p < 0.001) and emotion regulation (B = 0.39, p < 0.001). Self-perception
(B=-0.21) and emotion regulation ( = -0.26) were significant predictors of reduced risky behaviors.
The indirect effect of mental health literacy on risky behaviors via the mediators was significant,
and the total effect was estimated at = -0.53. Fit indices confirmed the model's adequacy (CFI =
0.95, RMSEA = 0.051).

Conclusion: The findings suggest that enhancing mental health literacy can reduce adolescents’
risky behaviors by improving their self-perception and emotional regulation. Educational
interventions focusing on mental health awareness and emotional skills are essential in school
settings.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Risky behaviors among adolescents, such as substance
abuse, unsafe sexual practices, violence, and reckless
driving, have been a growing concern across the globe,
posing significant threats to both physical and mental health.
These behaviors often arise as coping mechanisms for
psychological distress or are a result of poor decision-
making processes. Adolescence is a critical developmental
period during which self-concept, emotional regulation, and
mental health literacy significantly influence behavioral
patterns. The concept of mental health literacy, defined as
the ability to understand, recognize, and manage mental
health issues, has been identified as a key factor in
influencing  adolescents' decisions and behaviors,
particularly in managing distress and engaging in healthy
coping strategies (Goueta et al., 2025).

Studies have highlighted that poor mental health literacy
correlates with increased engagement in risky behaviors.
Furthermore, adolescents with low mental health literacy
often fail to seek help for mental health concerns, leading to
higher vulnerability to various maladaptive behaviors (Yani,
2024). Self-perception and emotion regulation are two
mediators that can potentially influence the relationship
between mental health literacy and risky behaviors. Self-
perception, or how adolescents view themselves, has been
shown to be closely linked to the likelihood of engaging in
risky behaviors. Those with a negative self-view are more
likely to adopt unhealthy coping strategies and engage in
high-risk activities (Hasiki¢ & Vlah, 2017). Additionally,
emotion regulation—the ability to manage and respond to
emotional experiences in a balanced way—has been
identified as a crucial factor in preventing maladaptive
behaviors, particularly those that are impulsive or
reactionary (Weiss et al., 2015).

The present study seeks to examine the effect of mental
health literacy on risky behaviors among secondary school

students, with self-perception and emotion regulation

serving as mediators. This research aims to clarify how
enhancing mental health literacy can reduce risky behaviors
by improving emotional regulation and self-perception in
adolescents, ultimately contributing to the development of
effective prevention strategies in educational and
psychological settings.

Methods and Materials

This descriptive-correlational study was conducted with
a sample of 280 secondary school students from District 1 of
Sanandaj, Iran, during the 2024-2025 academic year.
Participants were selected using stratified random sampling,
ensuring a representative distribution of gender and grade
levels. Data collection was carried out through four main
instruments: the Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS), the
Mental Health Literacy Questionnaire, Harter’s Self-
Perception Profile, and Garnefski’s Emotion Regulation
Questionnaire. The YRBS assessed adolescent involvement
in various risky behaviors, such as substance use, unsafe
sexual activities, and violence. The Mental Health Literacy
Questionnaire measured students' knowledge and attitudes
toward mental health issues. Harter’s Self-Perception Profile
evaluated adolescents' self-concept in domains such as
academic competence, social acceptance, and appearance.
Finally, the Emotion Regulation Questionnaire assessed the
ability of students to regulate their emotions in both negative
and positive emotional contexts.

To analyze the data, Pearson correlation was used to
examine the relationships between variables, while
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was employed to
assess the direct and indirect effects among the variables.
SPSS-27 and AMOS-21 were used for the statistical
analyses, and the significance level was set at p < 0.05 for all
tests.

Findings

The results of the descriptive statistics revealed that the
mean score for mental health literacy among participants
was 72.84, with a standard deviation of 8.96, indicating a
relatively high level of awareness about mental health

among the students. The self-perception scores had a mean




P39 0 low ipgd 0599

of 88.23 (SD = 10.42), and the emotion regulation scores
averaged 93.55 (SD = 9.18). Risky behaviors were reported
with a mean score of 48.17 (SD = 7.34), indicating moderate
engagement in such behaviors among the participants.

The Pearson correlation analysis showed significant
relationships between mental health literacy and the other
variables. Mental health literacy had a negative correlation
with risky behaviors (r = -0.46, p < 0.001), suggesting that
higher mental health literacy was associated with fewer risky
behaviors. Additionally, there was a positive correlation
between mental health literacy and self-perception (r = 0.43,
p < 0.001) and emotion regulation (r = 0.39, p < 0.001),
indicating that students with higher mental health literacy
also tended to have better self-concept and emotion
regulation abilities. Both self-perception (r = -0.41, p <
0.001) and emotion regulation (r = -0.48, p < 0.001) were
negatively correlated with risky behaviors, confirming their
role in mitigating adolescent engagement in high-risk
activities.

The Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) revealed that
mental health literacy had a significant direct effect on risky
behaviors (B = -0.28, p < 0.001). Moreover, it had a
significant direct effect on both self-perception (B = 0.43, p
< 0.001) and emotion regulation ( = 0.39, p < 0.001). Self-
perception and emotion regulation, in turn, had significant
indirect effects on risky behaviors, with self-perception
accounting for a mediating effect (B = -0.21) and emotion
regulation accounting for another (f = -0.26). The total
indirect effect of mental health literacy on risky behaviors
through these two mediators was estimated to be § = -0.53.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study provide strong evidence for the
role of mental health literacy in preventing risky behaviors
among adolescents. As expected, higher mental health

literacy was associated with fewer risky behaviors, and this

relationship was mediated by both self-perception and
emotion regulation. These findings align with previous
research that has shown a strong link between mental health
literacy and healthier behavioral choices in adolescents (Shi
et al., 2024). Moreover, the negative relationship between
self-perception, emotion regulation, and risky behaviors
supports the notion that improving adolescents’ self-concept
and emotional coping skills can act as protective factors
against engaging in harmful behaviors (Weiss et al., 2015).

The findings also underscore the importance of
incorporating mental health education into school curricula.
By enhancing students’ understanding of mental health
issues and providing them with the tools to regulate their
emotions, schools can foster healthier coping mechanisms
and reduce the likelihood of risky behaviors. This approach
is consistent with the suggestions of previous studies that
emphasize the need for early interventions and the
promotion of mental health literacy to address adolescent
risk-taking tendencies (Yani, 2024).

In conclusion, this study highlights the critical role of
mental health literacy in shaping adolescents' behaviors and
demonstrates that enhancing this literacy, along with self-
perception and emotion regulation, can reduce the
prevalence of risky behaviors in secondary school students.
Educational programs focused on improving mental health
knowledge, self-awareness, and emotional regulation are
essential for preventing the onset of harmful behaviors and
promoting the overall well-being of adolescents.

This research contributes to the growing body of
literature on the protective factors against risky behaviors
and provides a basis for future interventions in educational
and psychological settings. Further studies are needed to
explore the effectiveness of specific mental health literacy
programs and their long-term impact on adolescent health

outcomes.
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