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Research Paper: Investigation of Maladjustment 
Based on Identity Status: Foreclosure, Identity Dif-
fusion, Moratorium and Identity Achievement

Background: The present study aimed to investigate maladjustment based on identity status 
among students of the University of Tehran.

Methods: In a descriptive-correlation and retrospective study, 107 male college students at the 
University of Tehran were selected by convenience sampling method. The extended objective 
measure of ego identity status and MMPI-2 college Maladjustment (Mt) scale were used for data 
collection. The obtained data were processed by using ANOVA with SPSS V. 22.

Results: Findings indicated significant differences among achieved, moratorium, foreclosed, 
and diffused identity statuses (P<0.05). Also, there is a significant difference between diffused 
and achieved identity statuses. Individuals with diffused identity status have a higher level of 
maladjustment than individuals of other identity statuses.

Conclusion: According to the findings of the present study, individuals without identity 
exploration and commitment are more vulnerable to maladjustment behaviors. So these students 
need psychological intervention.
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1. Introduction

t is more than 50 years that identity is the topic 
of detailed theoretical and experimental stud-
ies. Most theorists and scholars have adopted 
the identity of their work from the initial writ-
ings of Erikson [1]. Erikson defined identity 

as teenagers’ fundamental growth task and transfer to 
adulthood. He noted that a sense of integrated and co-

herent identity is necessary to confront the challenges 
of adulthood. Identity is the fundamental aspect of ad-
jective psychiatric functions [2], protecting people from 
maladjusted behaviors such as committing crimes and 
drug abuse [3]. 

Moreover, most people have become individualists during 
the recent half of the century. The youth and teenagers’ gen-
eration has increased who are mostly involved in the issues 
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related to the identity and hence, personal responsibility has 
increased to create a life path by the individual [4]. So, the 
development of an integrated and coherent identity plays a 
great role that guides the person in life path [5].

If identity growth happens in the teenage period, the 
increase of individualism, especially in the students, pro-
longs the process of identity growth, being continued to 
the 3rd decade of life [6]. So, most young people stay in 
the issues related to identity until their 25 or older ages 
[4]. Therefore, the period can be considered as an impor-
tant time to study maladjustment. Erikson [1] believed 
that the human spends one of the most important growth 
stages of life since maturity to early adulthood because 
the person should obtain identity comprehension at the 
end of this period. According to Erikson, the identity is 
derived from two sources: childhood identification con-
firmation or rejection by the teenager and their specific 
social and historical positions which provoke obeying 
specific criteria. Identity is defined negatively or posi-
tively when teens decide what they want to be or what 
beliefs they tend to have, and when they know what they 
don’t want to be and what their beliefs like to be [1].

Marcia [7] selected two aspects of identity formation 
by employing Erikson’s theoretical beliefs and created a 
valuable paradigm for the evaluation of the identity posi-
tion. The paradigm refers to the commitment to invest-
ment, loyalty, and continued interest in the goals, val-
ues, and beliefs and identity exploration refers to goals, 
values, and acceptable beliefs to establish a meaningful 
commitment. Commitment provides motivation, interest, 
or intention to advocate something [7]. When exploration 
and commitment are considered as intersecting factors, 
four identity conditions would be imagined: foreclosed, 
moratorium, achieved, and diffused identity statuses. 

Those with foreclosed identity have not experienced 
identity moratorium, as they have accepted family and 
relative’s beliefs. The moratorium individuals are expe-
riencing identity moratorium and they have the conflict 
of choosing between their demands and those of parents 
trying actively to find answers to their questions. Those 
with achieved identity have passed identity moratorium 
and achieved specific thinking positions, reaching a cer-
tain decision about their future and job. Individuals with 
diffused identity might or might not have identity mora-
torium; however, they have not yet reached an integrated 
concept about themselves [8]. These individuals tend 
more toward maladjusted behaviors such as drug abuse 
and committing a crime, and so on due to not determin-
ing certain beliefs about goals, job, life, and their future 
compared with the individuals of the other three groups. 

The Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory 
(MMPI) is one of the most widely-used personality as-
sessment instruments in North America. A huge litera-
ture on its basic clinical scales and their correlates has 
been developed, but little research has focused on some 
of the more specialized scales derived from the MMPI. 
One of these scales that may be of particular interest to 
counselors and other clinicians working with a univer-
sity or college student population is the MMPI-2 college 
Maladjustment (Mt) scale. 

This scale was developed to identify emotionally mal-
adjusted postsecondary students who may require lon-
ger-term or more intensive counseling or psychotherapy 
[9]. Maladjustment has been determined with some traits 
such as anxiety, distress, negligence, pessimism, and inef-
ficiency. Those with maladjustment will show somato-
form reactions to life pressures and they mostly feel that 
life is nothing but trouble [10]. Individuals with higher 
levels of maladjustment tend to practice behaviors such 
as drug abuse to solve their difficulties and conflicts.

Different studies on maladjusted behaviors in people 
with various identity statuses have concluded that explo-
ration and commitment are predictably related to drug 
abuse. Among identity statuses, individuals with iden-
tity diffusion state have a higher level of maladjustment. 
Moreover, these people have transient behaviors such as 
instant meet of the needs, less intimate relationship, sense 
of humiliation, alienation, and ambivalence compared to 
other identity statuses [11, 12]. Individuals with achieved 
identity have stability in different aspects of their life. 
They act independently in the decision makings, are goal-
oriented, and have planned for their life [12]. 

So, it seems that such people have a higher adjustment, 
having no tendency to maladjusted behaviors and drug 
abuse. Individuals with moratorium identity are deeply suf-
fering from conflict, trying to achieve a stable and fixed 
identity. One of the main features of such individuals is 
excessive anxiety which is caused by their conflict, so they 
are expected to have higher levels of maladjusted behav-
iors. The main characteristic of foreclosed identity individ-
uals is indisputable submission to the family and society’s 
demands. So it seems that these individuals are dependent 
on the demands of the society, eschewing maladjusted be-
haviors, and drug abuse. Empirical studies support the re-
ciprocal relationship between identity formation and men-
tal health, even specifically in the vocational domain [13]. 

Based on Marcia’s paradigm, it was shown that 
achieved adolescents present the best psychosocial ad-
justment profile and diffused adolescents the worst one, 
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moratorium, and foreclosed adolescents are in between. 
The new models of identity which highlight different 
types of diffusion and moratorium, contribute to speci-
fying the relationship between identity formation and 
psychological adjustment. In the dual-cycle model, a 
carefree diffused status group scores higher on psycho-
social and academic adjustment measures rather than a 
diffused status group [14]. Indeed, the adjustment level 
of the carefree diffused individuals is not significantly 
different from achieved and foreclosed groups.

Another point is that since Iranian students, in particular, 
male students have recently experienced more psycho-
logical stress due to unemployment and financial difficul-
ties, on the one hand, and development of mass media and 
obtaining information about the culture of different coun-
tries, ethnicities, religions, and so on, on the other hand. 
It seems that they have experienced longer and severe 
identity moratorium duration and so the higher number of 
people with identity diffusion that leads toward maladjust-
ed ways (such as drug abuse) to solve their psychological 
conflicts and challenges. However, the relationship be-
tween identity status and maladjustment in Iranian culture 
is not clear. Then, the present study aimed to investigate 
maladjustment in individuals with achieved, moratorium, 
foreclosed, and diffused identity statuses among students 
of the University of Tehran.

2. Methods

The research method of the current study is funda-
mental, descriptive-correlational, and retrospective. The 
study population comprised all male students of the Uni-
versity of Tehran from different fields. The study sample 
involved 107 male students selected by convenience 
sampling method. Three participants were excluded 
from the statistical analysis due to incomplete filling of 
the scale and hence final sample was 104 participants. 
The inclusion criteria included the desire and satisfac-
tion to attend the research and aged between 18 and 30 
years. The exclusion criteria included having a history 
of psychiatric disorders, or physical diseases. A semi-
structural interview was conducted with participants to 
check the inclusion and exclusion criteria.

 After selecting the subjects, inviting them for partici-
pation and cooperation and explaining research objec-
tives, the extended objective measure of ego identity sta-
tus (EOM-EIS-2) and MMPI-2 college Maladjustment 
(Mt) scale were distributed among the students and they 
were asked to respond the items carefully and choose 
the underlying answer based on their personality traits 
and do not leave questions unanswered as much as pos-

sible. The estimated response time was 40 minutes and 
the subjects’ Mean±SD age was 23.95±3.46 years. 

Study Measures

The MMPI-2 College Maladjustment (Mt) Scale 

Students’ maladjustment scale was determined to dis-
tinguish students with and without emotional adjust-
ment [9]. The MMPI-2 college Maladjustment (Mt) is 
one of the complementary scales of Minnesota’s multi-
faceted personality inventory. The scale items were se-
lected from the set of MMPI-2 through comparing re-
sponses of 40 adjusted male and female students and 40 
maladjusted male and female students. By employing the 
item analysis method, it was determined that 43 items 
distinguish adjusted students from maladjusted ones. Mt 
scale involves 41 items of 43 main items. The psycho-
metric properties of the scale were investigated and con-
firmed by different studies. Butcher et al. [15] obtained 
the internal consistency coefficients of 0.84 and 0.86 for 
men and women, respectively. Kleinmuntz [9] obtained 
a retest reliability coefficient of 0.88 for students and 
Williams [16] obtained the coefficients of 0.91 and 0.90 
for male and female subcategories, respectively. 

Parker [17] showed that the scale recognizes 74% of 
the maladjusted students. Also, Wilderman [18] found 
that higher scores of the students compared with the 
lower scores are accompanied by more raised profiles 
of MMPI and according to therapists’ ranking, they are 
accompanied with intensive psychological pathology. 
Hence, the Mt scale has higher validity and reliability.

The extended objective measure of ego identity 
status (EOM-EIS-2) 

The questionnaire was developed in 1979 by Adams et 
al. for the evaluation of the four identity statuses of fore-
closed, diffused, moratorium, and achieved. In 1984, Ad-
ams et al. developed the EOM-EIS-1 through distinguish-
ing ideological and interpersonal aspects, and finally in 
1986 Adams and Banin developed EOM-EIS-2 through 
revising EOM-EIS-1 which involved 64 items [12].

Adams et al. [12] obtained the Cronbach alpha values 
of 0.63 to 0.75 for ideological scales and 0.58 to 0.80 
for interpersonal scales. In the study of Rahiminejad on 
the Iranian samples, the Cronbach alpha of 0.59-0.73 was 
obtained for ideological scales and 0.60-0.81 for inter-
personal scale. 
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The obtained data were analyzed by mean, standard 
deviation, frequency, and percentage for quantitative 
and qualitative variables. To assess the maladjustment in 
individuals with achieved, moratorium, foreclosed and 
diffusion identity statuses, the ANOVA was conducted. 
The normality of data was assessed and confirmed by 
the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test and the assumptions of 
homogeneity of variances were assessed and confirmed 
by Levene’s test in SPSS V. 22.

3. Results

According to the descriptive statistics, the number 
of the study samples was 21 for foreclosed identity 
status, 29 for diffused, 34 for the moratorium, and 20 
for achieved identity status. The Mean±SD age of par-
ticipants was 24±3.11 years. The majority of subjects 
(70.7%) had average socioeconomic status and literacy 
level of 67% of the participant was at the bachelor level. 
Besides, 22% of the participants had a governmental job 
and 78 % were self-employed. 

Table 1 presents the mean and standard deviation of 
the study groups. According to the Table, the mean and 
standard deviation of the group with foreclosed iden-
tity is 16.37(8.23), the group with diffused identity is 
17.22(7.32), the group with moratorium identity is 13.19 
(7.28) and the group with achieved identity is 10.25 
(4.91). Moreover, the mean and standard deviation of 
the total groups is 13.69 (7.37).

Table 2 presents the one-way ANOVA test results for dif-
ferences in the maladjustment means of groups with dif-
ferent identity statuses. The results of the study indicated 
that the four groups have a significant difference in mal-
adjustment factor (F=3.12, P<0.05). More investigations 
and Scheffe Test (Table 3) showed that only the differ-
ences of individuals with diffused and achieved identity 
statuses are significant in paired comparison (P<0.05). 

This means that the group with diffused identity has the 
highest mean and highest level of maladjustment, accord-
ingly. The difference between diffused identity status groups 
is not significant compared with other identity statuses. 
Thus according to the findings of the present study, we can 
claim that these individuals have the lowest level of malad-
justment. Although individuals with foreclosed and mora-
torium identity statuses have higher mean in maladjustment 
factors, their difference is not statistically significant with 
individuals having achieved identity. In other words, these 
three groups are similar in maladjustment factor. 

4. Discussion

The research hypothesis of the present research was that 
individuals with moratorium and diffused identity status-
es have the highest level of maladjustment and individu-
als with achieved and foreclosed identity statuses have 
the lowest level of maladjustment. However, differences 
are not significant in other groups. Hence, our research 
hypotheses are only confirmed in relation to individuals 

Table 1. Mean±SD of foreclosed, moratorium, diffused and achieved identity groups in the maladjustment factor

Variable Mean±SD SE

Foreclosed identity 16.37±8.23 2.05

Diffused identity 17.22±7.32 2.44

Moratorium identity 13.19±7.28 0.88

Achieved identity 10.25±4.91 1.42

Total 13.69±7.37 0.72

Table 2. Differences in the foreclosed, diffusion, moratorium and achieved identity groups in maladjustment factor

Resource SS df MS F Sig.

Between groups 477.40 3 159.13

Within group 5143.50 101 50.92 3.12 0.029

Total 5620.91 104

*ANOVA test.
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with diffused identity. Our findings are consistent with the 
findings of Schwartz et al. [19], Mitchell and Olson [20], 
and Luyckx et al. [21]. Findings of past studies had shown 
that individuals with diffused identity have a higher level 
of maladjustment compared with individuals with other 
identity statuses. Moreover, these findings have shown 
that the relationships between identity exploration and 
psychiatric function are influenced by the identity mora-
torium, and compared with other identity statuses, indi-
viduals with achieved identity obtained higher scores of 
identity commitment and exploration.

Although past studies have shown that individuals with 
moratorium identity suffer from higher levels of anxiety, 
depression, maladjustment, and other forms of psycho-
logical traumas [22, 23], our findings were not consistent 
with their findings in the moratorium identity. The diffu-
sion and moratorium profiles are similar as they both have 
a combination of high scores on self-doubt and commit-
ment flexibility, and low scores on in-depth exploration 
and both commitment dimensions. 

This finding may suggest that a combination of self-doubt 
and commitment flexibility is a risk factor. However, the 
searching moratorium profile, which is also characterized 
by high scores on self-doubt and commitment flexibility 
but is combined with intermediate scores on exploration 
in-depth and both commitment dimensions, is not an in-
dicator of maladjustment. These results, therefore, suggest 
that when it is associated with low commitment and ex-
ploration in-depth, a high reconsideration of commitment 
constitutes a risk of psychological maladjustment [24-28].

Erikson believes that individuals’ identity is formed 
through the employment of the two aspects of commit-
ment and exploration. Commitment to investment, loyalty, 
and continued interest in the goals, values, and acceptable 
beliefs refers to the intention of creating a meaningful 
commitment. Past studies have shown that exploration and 
commitment are related to maladjustment and drug abuse 
predictably like studies carried out by Adams et al. [13].

Individuals with moratorium identity have a much low-
er level of commitment and exploration. Higher levels of 
maladjustment in these individuals can be justified be-
cause they have not spent a specific period of exploration, 
on the one hand, and they are not committed to a specific 
ideology, on the other hand. So they don’t feel a need for 
finding personal or social identity, and they make their 
decisions based on their feelings and emotions. Also, 
they do not commit to their values and goals, so they are 
led to maladjustment when conditions are provided. 

Besides, since these people have no specific ideology, 
they have various and contradictory beliefs that confront 
them with serious conflicts, and such conflicts seem to 
increase their pressure and anxiety and hence they look 
for a mechanism to reduce their pressure, employing 
drug abuse and maladjusted behaviors as pressure re-
duction mechanisms. When these mechanisms come in 
handy and reduce the person’s anxiety and pressure and 
put the temporal lid on the psychological conflicts, they 
act in the form of negative reinforcement, improve drug 
abuse, and maladjusted behaviors in the person [29-32]. 

Individuals with achieved identity have both higher ex-
ploration and higher commitment. This means that they 
try independently for their goals and values, investigate 
them, find a specific ideology, and are committed to them. 
Hence, lower levels of maladjustment in these people can 
be explained as they are committed to their values and 
are not influenced by the environmental conditions of 
maladjustment provoke such as drug abuse. Considering 
that individuals with foreclosed identity have not passed 
the exploration period, achieving blind commitment in 
the social values, they avoid all contradictory maladjust-
ments in the society, family, and their relatives.

5. Conclusion

Considering that the university atmosphere provides 
conditions for students to be more involved in identity-
related issues (however this is not the case for non-stu-

Table 3. Results of Scheffe Test for paired investigation of the differences in the groups

Groups 1 2 3 4

1-Achieved -

2-Moratorium 6.18 -

3-Foreclosed 5.23 6.28 -

4-Diffused 5.16* 1.12 1.05 -

* P-value is significant at the level of 0.05. 
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dent individuals), much care should be taken in general-
izing the present findings to non-student individuals.

It is recommended that future studies investigate the 
relationship between personal and ethnical identities 
and maladjusted and adjusted psychological functions. 
Moreover, the relationships between parenting and iden-
tity status can also be studied. Because the family plays a 
key role in identity orientation, each parenting style may 
be related to a specific identity status and behavioral dif-
ficulties and each parenting style predict specific iden-
tity status. Also, it is suggested that the present research 
subject be investigated on the female participants, and 
their differences be compared with the male participants. 
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