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Abstract

Background: Emerging adulthood is a vulnerable de-
velopmental period for suicidal ideation. Psychological
pain is often associated to its occurrence, however, the fac-
tors related to the transition from psychological pain to sui-
cidal ideation remain unclear. This study aimed to ana-
lyze the mediating capacity of entrapment and the moderat-
ing capacity of meaning in life in the relationship between
psychological pain and suicidal ideation during emerging
adulthood.

Methods: Participants were Spanish emerging adults
who completed a battery of questionnaires through
LimeSurvey platform. A moderated mediation was con-
ducted.

Results: The model explained 63.8% of the variance
in suicidal ideation. Entrapment mediated the relationship
between psychological pain and suicidal ideation. Further-
more, at low levels of meaning in life, psychological pain
was positively associated with suicidal ideation, while at
high levels, the association was no longer significant.

Conclusions: These findings highlight the importance
of assessing psychological pain and entrapment as potential
risk factors of suicidal ideation during emerging adulthood,
and support the development of interventions aimed at fos-
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tering their meaning in life.
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Introduction

Emerging adulthood, spanning from ages 18 to 29,
represents a period of life of significant transformation
characterized by the exploration of personal identity, pro-
fessional options, and other life projects [1–3]. However,
these opportunities for exploration are not equal for all
emerging adults across different cultures, as the possibil-
ities are limited by the socioeconomic and historical con-
texts of young adults’ development [4]. In the past decades,
Western societies have seen how traditional milestones of
adulthood—such as economic independence, marriage or
parenthood—have become postponed, fragmented and less
predictable. In this challenging environment, young peo-
ple must navigate major life events, make pivotal deci-
sions regarding their life trajectories, and adapt to—often
involuntary—role changes [5].

This phenomenon is increasing feelings of instability
and uncertainty among young adults [6]. These feelings are
combined with a higher tendency toward emotional dysreg-
ulation at this life stage, usually associated with a notable
perception of pressure and stress [5] and further exacerbated
by contemporary lifestyle factors, such as increased digi-
tal media use and reduced sleep duration [7,8]. Instability
and affective dysregulation can have a profound impact on
young adults’ psychological well-being, diminishing their
levels of self-acceptance, environmental mastery, and pur-
pose in life [9].
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Furthermore, being highly involved in identity self-
exploration can temporarily get in the way of maintain-
ing positive social relationships [9]. According to Kirwan
et al. [10], feelings of loneliness are notably prevalent
during emerging adulthood, and are highly correlated with
poorer physical and mental health outcomes [11]. When
observing trends since the mid-2000s among young adults
aged 18 to 25, an upward trajectory in the rates of men-
tal disorders—such as depression, anxiety, and serious psy-
chological distress—has been evident [7].

According to the meta-analysis developed by
Miranda-Mendizabal et al. [12], mental disorders are one
of the most common risk factors for suicidal behaviors in
both genders. Globally, according to the World Health
Organization [13] suicide represents one of the leading
causes of death among young people. In Spain, the latest
report from the National Institute of Statistics [14] states
that 3,953 people died by suicide during the year 2024,
of whom 332 were aged 15 to 29. As Thompson et al.
[15] highlighted, the younger a person is when suicidal
ideation first manifests, the more severe subsequent
suicidal behavior tends to be.

However, although an extensive body of literature fo-
cuses on suicide risk factors [16], the understanding of
the mechanisms underlying suicidal ideation in emerging
adults remains incomplete. In this regard, a longitudinal
study by Montemarano et al. [17] suggested that psy-
chological pain is the most decisive factor for suicidal
ideation in young adults, surpassing other well-known psy-
chopathological factors. The Three-Step Theory [18] ex-
plains that intense psychological pain, when combined with
hopelessness, triggers the emergence of suicidal ideation.
In turn, the Integrated Motivational-Volitional Model [19],
also highlights psychological entrapment—understood as
the perception of being trapped in an unsustainable situation
with no possibility of escape or rescue—as a key antecedent
to suicidal ideation.

From Frankl’s [20] existential perspective, the will to
meaning constitutes a primary human motivation, the frus-
tration of which may lead to existential emptiness. Recent
literature has conceptualized meaning in life (MIL) as a life
experience grounded in three components: the perception
of coherence, purpose, and existential mattering [21]. Ac-
cording to a study conducted among callers to a telephone
helpline in Spain, the perception of a lack of MIL was one
of the primary predictors of suicidal ideation severity [22].
This aligns with Klonsky and May [18], who noted that a
lack of meaningful goals and bonds can increase both the
intensity and frequency of suicidal thoughts. As Hooker et
al. [23] pointed out, a greater sense of meaning helps peo-

ple perceive daily events as less stressful or uncontrollable,
while fosters active coping strategies and healthy habits.
Previous literature shows that a greater perception of MIL
positively impacts the psychosocial functioning of emerg-
ing adults [24], coming to the forefront as a promising pro-
tective factor of suicide [25].

Present Study

The present study proposes an integrative perspective
of suicidal ideation rooted in the new generation of theories
explaining suicide, based on the ideation-to-action frame-
work [26], as the Three-Step Theory [18] and the Integrated
Motivational-Volitional Model [19], together with theories
of MIL [21] in the context of emerging adulthood. The pur-
pose is to broaden the understanding of suicidal ideation
during this life stage, providing useful evidence for early
detection and prevention efforts.

Specifically, this research aimed to examine the rela-
tionship between psychological pain and suicidal ideation
in Spanish emerging adults, considering the perception of
entrapment as a mediator and MIL as a moderator of that
relationship. To that end, two hypotheses were proposed.
First, Hypothesis 1 stated that suicidal ideation will be pos-
itively correlated with psychological pain [17], and nega-
tively correlated with MIL [22]. Second, Hypothesis 2 pro-
posed that the relationship between psychological pain and
suicidal ideation would be partially mediated by feelings of
entrapment and moderated by MIL [23].

Materials and Methods

Study Design

The study employed a cross-sectional analytical de-
sign. Given the cross-sectional nature of the study, the
independent variables were not manipulated and causal
inferences cannot be established. Variables included in
the analysis were psychological pain (X), entrapment (M),
MIL (W), sociodemographic characteristics (covariates),
and suicidal ideation (Y).

Participants

Participants were 150 emerging adults from different
geographical regions of Spain, mainly from the Valencian
Community. The inclusion criteria were: (1) being between
18 and 29 years old; and (2) signing the informed consent
form. The exclusion criteria were: (1) completing less than
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60% of the questionnaire battery; and (2) answering more
than 25% of the items on the Oviedo Infrequency Scale in-
correctly [27]. According to Kung et al. [28], using at-
tention check items to filter out careless respondents is an
effective resource to induce a more deliberative mindset in
surveys’ participants, without compromising survey valid-
ity.

After consider the inclusion and exclusion criteria, 1
participant was excluded from the data base for not meeting
the established age range, and 2 participants for responding
incorrectly to more than 25% of the infrequency items. In
addition, 36 participants were excluded because they com-
pleted less than 60% of the survey and did not respond to
the infrequency items. Consequently, it was not possible to
determine whether they had completed the questionnaires
attentively. Sociodemographic variables of the individuals
excluded from the sample and those retained in the sam-
ple were compared. The results showed that there were no
differences based on gender (χ2 = 1.07, p = 0.585), place
of birth (χ2 = 2.07, p = 0.151), socioeconomic status (χ2 =
1.56, p = 0.668), presence of a physical illness (χ2 = 0.01, p
= 0.932), presence of amental illness (χ2 = 2.58, p = 0.108),
or age (F = 9.13, p = 0.373). The final sample consisted of
111 emerging adults aged between 18 and 27 years (M =
20.55 years; SD = 2.07). Most participants were women
(81.1%), Spanish-born (93.7%), students (93.7%), living
with their family of origin (62.2%), with a medium so-
cioeconomic status (75.7%), and without physical illnesses
(92.8%) or mental health problems (85.6%).

Variables and Instruments

Psychological Pain

The Psychache Scale (PS-E) [29] is an instrument de-
signed to assess psychological pain or intense psychological
suffering perceived as unbearable. The Spanish version of
the Psychache Scale [30] was used, consisting of 13 items
rated on a 5-point Likert scale (e.g., “My psychological pain
seems worse than any physical pain”). Items 1 to 9 are rated
from “never” (1) to “always” (5), while items 10 to 13 are
rated from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5).
Total scores range from 13 to 65, with higher scores indicat-
ing a more intense and unbearable perception of psycholog-
ical pain. The instrument showed high internal consistency
(α = 0.93 in the Spanish validation; α = 0.96 in the present
study).

Entrapment

The Entrapment Scale [31] assesses the perception
of entrapment, understood as the feeling of being trapped
without the possibility of escape or being rescued. The
Spanish version [32] was used, consisting of 16 items rated
on a 5-point Likert scale (from 0 = “not at all like me” to 4 =
“completely like me”). The scale includes two dimensions:
(1) internal entrapment (6 items) (e.g., “I want to escape
frommyself”), defined as the desire to escape from oneself,
one’s own thoughts and emotions; and (2) external entrap-
ment (10 items) (e.g., “I wish I could escape and stay away
fromwhere I am now”), defined as the desire to escape from
situations, relationships, or contexts that cannot be avoided.
However, previous studies have supported the unidimen-
sional structure of this scale [33]. Total scores range from
0 to 64, with higher scores indicating a greater sense of en-
trapment. This scale has shown high internal consistency
in Spanish young adults (α = 0.93 for internal entrapment
and α = 0.88 for external entrapment; [32]. In the present
study, a unidimensional structure was used, demonstrating
adequate psychometric properties (α = 0.94).

Meaning in Life

The Purpose in Life Test–Short Form (PIL-SF) [34]
is an instrument used for exploring the individuals’ per-
ception of purpose, direction, and meaning in their lives.
The brief version validated in Spanish population was used
[35], consisting of 4 items rated on a 7-point Likert scale
(from 1 = “low presence of meaning” to 7 = “high presence
of meaning”) (e.g., “My life has a clear purpose”). Total
scores range from 4 to 28, with higher scores indicating a
greater perception of life purpose. In the Spanish valida-
tion, the scale demonstrated adequate internal consistency
(α = 0.83) [35], which was also observed in the present
study (α = 0.86).

Suicidal Ideation

The Frequency of Suicidal Ideation Inventory (FSII)
[36] is an inventory designed to assess the frequency of sui-
cidal thoughts as an indicator of suicide risk. The Spanish
version was used [37], consisting of 5 items rated on a 5-
point Likert scale (from 1 = “never” to 5 = “most days”)
(e.g., “I have thought about taking my own life”). To-
tal scores range from 5 to 25, with higher scores indicat-
ing greater frequency of suicidal ideation. The instrument
has demonstrated high internal consistency (α = 0.89 in the
Spanish validation; α = 0.93 in the present study).
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Procedure

Data collection was conducted using convenience
sampling via social media and instant messaging mobile
applications between March and April 2024. Participa-
tion was completely voluntary and anonymous. The in-
formed consent was obtained before the participation, en-
suring both confidentiality and the right to withdraw from
the study at any time without consequences. The ques-
tionnaire battery was administered online using LimeSur-
vey platform, and the average time for participants to com-
plete the questionnaire was about 20 minutes. Due to the
sensitive nature of the data, a section for comments was
included at the end of the survey to allow participants to
contact the research team, and participants were given the
option to speak with psychologists.

Statistical Analysis

First, descriptive analyses were performed after strat-
ifying the sample according to suicidal ideation (outcome
variable). Individuals who reported “never” for each of the
five suicidal ideation items (total score = 5) were considered
to have no suicidal ideation, whereas any response other
than “never” on at least one item (total score>5) was taken
to indicate suicidal ideation. Fisher’s tests were performed
to compare sociodemographic variables (gender, current
education, highest level of education attained, employment
status, place of birth, current living situation, socioeco-
nomic status, and presence of physical or mental health con-
ditions). Next, descriptive analyses (median, interquartile
range, percentile, skewness and kurtosis) and correlational
analyses (Spearman correlation) were conducted for psy-
chological pain, entrapment, MIL, and suicidal ideation.

Second, a hierarchical regressionwas performed. Psy-
chological pain was included in Step 1, entrapment was
added in Step 2, and MIL was entered in Step 3. The out-
come variable was suicidal ideation. Multicollinearity was
assessed using the variance inflation factor (VIF) and the
tolerance statistic (1/VIF).

Third, a moderated mediation analysis was performed
(Fig. 1), following previous studies (e.g., [38]). Two as-
pects were examined: (1) The entrapment (M) ability to
mediate the relationship between psychological pain (X)
and suicidal ideation (Y); and (2) the ability of MIL (W)
to moderate direct effect of psychological pain on suicidal
ideation. The moderator was treated as a continuous vari-
able. Gender, age, socioeconomic status, presence of phys-
ical illness and presence of mental health problems were
included as covariates. Model 5 of moderated mediation

[39] was used, with a bootstrap sample of 10,000 and a 95%
confidence level. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS
version 26 (IBM (International Business Machines Corpo-
ration). Armonk, NY, USA) and the PROCESS macro ver-
sion 4.1.

Results

Descriptive Statistics, Correlations and Hierarchical
Regressions

Comparing participants with and without suicidal
ideation, Fisher’s test indicates there are no differences
based on gender (p = 0.391), current education (p = 0.094),
highest educational level (p = 0.207), employment status
(p = 0.634), place of birth (p = 0.822), socioeconomic sta-
tus (p = 0.439) and current physical illness (p = 0.271). In
both groups, the majority of the sample consisted of women
who were students, had a high school diploma, were born
in Spain, were unemployed, had a middle socioeconomic
status, and had no physical illnesses (Table 1). However,
differences were observed based on the presence of mental
health problems (p = 0.019) and current living situation (p
= 0.039).

Descriptive and correlational analyses of psychologi-
cal pain, entrapment, MIL, and suicidal ideation are shown
in Table 2. Psychological pain and entrapment were pos-
itively and significantly associated with suicidal ideation,
whereasMIL was negatively associated. Furthermore, both
psychological pain and entrapment had a negative and sig-
nificant correlation with MIL.

The hierarchical regression conducted to predict sui-
cidal ideation in emerging adults is shown in Table 3. Ac-
cording to Field [40], a high correlation is an approxi-
mate method of estimating multicollinearity, but it is rec-
ommended that the VIF be calculated. This index indicates
whether a predictor variable has a strong linear relationship
with the other predictor variables. Although there are no
strict rules, Myers [41] suggests that a value of 10 or higher
would indicate a high risk of multicollinearity. The VIFs
obtained in this study ranged from 1.43 to 3.29. Therefore,
although there is a relationship between the two variables
because they are related constructs, this association does not
reach levels that would compromise the model estimation.
In addition, tolerance (1/VIF) was calculated; values below
0.20 would indicate serious problems [42]. The results in
this study ranged from 0.30 to 0.70. All of this suggests that
there may be moderate, but acceptable, multicollinearity.

In the hierarchical regression, psychological pain was
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Fig. 1. Conceptual diagram of moderated mediation model. Note. Adapted from Hayes (2017).

a significant and positive predictor of suicidal ideation in
all three models proved, although its predictive power de-
creased when entrapment was added to the model. Entrap-
ment was also a significant and positive predictor of suicidal
ideation in both models in which it was included (Models 2
and 3). Finally, MILwas found as a significant and negative
predictor of suicidal ideation. The third and final model ex-
plained 56% of the variance in suicidal ideation (F = 47.29,
p < 0.001).

Moderated Mediation

Fig. 2 shows the results of the moderated mediation.
The model predicted 63.8% of the variance in suicidal
ideation (R2 = 0.638, F = 19.60, p < 0.001). Indirect ef-
fects indicated that psychological pain was a positive and
statistically significant predictor of entrapment (B = 0.84,
standard error (SE) = 0.07, p < 0.001, lower limit of the
95% confidence interval (LLCI) = 0.70, upper limit of the
95% confidence interval (ULCI) = 0.99) and entrapment
was a positive and statistically significant predictor of sui-
cidal ideation (B = 0.12, SE = 0.05, p = 0.009, LLCI = 0.03,
ULCI = 0.21). Direct effect of psychological pain on sui-
cidal ideation was also positive and statistically significant
(B = 0.44, SE = 0.11, p < 0.001, LLCI = 0.23, ULCI =
0.65). Moreover, results indicated that mental health prob-
lems were a statistically significant covariate (B = 3.04, SE
= 0.95, p = 0.002, LLCI = 1.14, ULCI = 4.93) of the out-
come variable. Gender (B = –0.24, SE = 0.75, p = 0.746,
LLCI = –1.73, ULCI = 1.25), age (B = 0.04, SE = 0.14, p =
0.796, LLCI = –0.24, ULCI = 0.31), socioeconomic status
(B = –0.16, SE = 0.59, p = 0.789, LLCI = –1.34, ULCI =
1.01) and physical illness (B = 0.19, SE = 1.08, p = 0.859,
LLCI = –1.95, ULCI = 2.34) were not statistically signifi-
cant covariates.

Furthermore, a statistically significant interaction was
observed between psychological pain and MIL (X*W, R2 =
0.04, F = 10.38, p = 0.002), indicating that the direct effect
of psychological pain on suicidal ideation varied depending
on the participants’ perceived level of MIL. The Johnson-
Neyman technique revealed that the effect of psychological
pain on suicidal ideation was significant for all values of
the moderator below than 19.27. When MIL scores exceed
19.27, the relationship between psychological pain and sui-
cidal ideation is no longer significant. An interaction graph
showing the effect at three points (mean – 1 SD, mean and
mean + 1 SD) to facilitate visual interpretation of the direc-
tion of moderation was provided (Fig. 3). Conditional ef-
fects indicated that at low levels ofMIL, psychological pain
was significantly associated with suicidal ideation (effect =
0.15, SE = 0.05, p = 0.002, LLCI = 0.06, ULCI = 0.25).
However, at medium levels (effect = 0.07, SE = 0.05, p =
0.162, LLCI = –0.03, ULCI = 0.17) or high levels (effect =
–0.01, SE = 0.07, p = 0.883, LLCI = –0.14, ULCI = 0.12)
of MIL, this association was no longer significant.

Discussion

Pathways to suicidal ideation are complex, function-
ing as an interplay of biological, clinical, psychological,
social and cultural factors [43]. Emerging adulthood is an
evolutionary period particularly vulnerable for developing
psychological pain, considered one of themost relevant fac-
tors for suicidal behavior [17,18]. The focus of the present
work was to study suicidal ideation in emerging adults, con-
sidering variables as psychological pain, entrapment and
MIL. This research aimed to enhance comprehension of
the conceptual framework for suicide prevention, which re-
mains a priority task in protecting youth [44].

Next, we will discuss our results in relation to the hy-
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Table 1. Characteristics of the participants stratified by outcome variable.

Characteristic
Absence of suicidal ideation Presence of suicidal ideation Total sample

n % n % n %

Gender
Women 32 28.8 58 52.3 90 81.1
Men 4 3.6 16 14.4 20 18.0
Non-binary 0 0.0 1 0.9 1 0.9

Current education
Student 36 32.4 68 61.3 104 93.7
Non-student 0 0.0 7 6.3 7 6.3

Highest educational level
Secondary Education 0 0.0 5 4.5 5 4.5
High School 30 27.0 49 44.1 79 71.2
Vocational Education (intermediate/advanced) 4 3.6 7 6.3 11 9.9
University degree 1 0.9 6 5.4 7 6.3
Master’s degree 1 0.9 8 7.2 9 8.1

Employment status
Employed 7 6.3 19 17.1 26 23.4
Unemployed 29 26.1 56 50.5 85 76.6

Place of birth
Spain 34 30.6 70 63.1 104 93.7
Other country 2 1.8 5 4.5 7 6.3

Current living situation
Family of origin 17 15.3 52 46.8 69 62.2
Friends or roommates 17 15.3 20 18.0 37 33.3
Partner 0 0.0 2 1.8 2 1.8
Living alone 1 0.9 0 0.0 1 0.9
University residence 1 0.9 0 0.0 1 0.9
Family and roommates 0 0.0 1 0.9 1 0.9

Socioeconomic status
Low 4 3.6 16 14.4 20 18.0
Intermediate 30 27.0 54 48.6 84 75.7
High 2 1.8 5 4.5 7 6.3

Current physical illness
Yes 1 0.9 7 6.3 8 7.2
No 35 31.5 68 61.3 103 92.8

Current mental health problem
Yes 1 0.9 15 13.5 16 14.4
No 35 31.5 60 54.1 95 85.6

Note. Absence of suicidal ideation, n = 36. Presence of suicidal ideation, n = 75. Total number of participants, n = 111.

Table 2. Descriptive analyses and bivariate correlations between variables.
Variable Me IQR Pc25 Pc50 Pc75 S K 1 2 3 4

1. Psychological pain 20 12 16 20 28 1.50 (0.23) 2.09 (0.46) –
2. Entrapment 14 16 8 14 24 0.78 (0.23) 0.01 (0.46) 0.79*** –
3. Meaning in life 21 6 18 21 24 –0.73 (0.23) 0.43 (0.46) –0.43*** –0.53*** –
4. Suicidal ideation 7 5 5 7 10 1.85 (0.23) 3.33 (0.46) 0.57*** 0.63*** –0.51*** –

Note. N = 111. Me, median; IQR, interquartile range; Pc, percentile; S, skewness; K, kurtosis. ***p < 0.001.

potheses proposed. First, Hypothesis 1 was that psycho-
logical pain would be positively associated with suicidal

ideation, whereas MIL would be negatively correlated with
suicidal ideation. This hypothesis is completely fulfilled by
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Table 3. Hierarchical regression on suicidal ideation.
Predictor R2 △R2 △F β t p VIF T

Model 1 0.51 0.51 114.85***
Psychological pain 0.72 10.72 <0.001 1.00 1.00

Model 2 0.55 0.04 9.76**
Psychological pain 0.44 4.04 <0.001 2.88 0.35
Entrapment 0.34 3.12 0.002 2.88 0.35

Model 3 0.56 0.02 4.15*
Psychological pain 0.44 4.08 <0.001 2.88 0.35
Entrapment 0.26 2.03 0.027 3.29 0.30
Meaning in life –0.15 –2.04 0.044 1.43 0.70

Note. Durbin–Watson = 1.97. R2, adjusted R2; △R2, increment of non-adjusted R2; △F, increment
of F; β, standardized coefficient; VIF, variance inflation factor; T, tolerance. *p< 0.05. **p< 0.01.
***p < 0.001.

Fig. 2. Moderated mediation model. Note. Coefficients (B) between variables are displayed (with standard errors in brackets). LLCI,
Lower Level at 95% Confidence Interval; ULCI, Upper Level at 95% Confidence Interval.

Fig. 3. Conditional effects of meaning in life on the direct effects of psychological pain on suicidal ideation. Note. SD, standard
deviation.
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our results.

On the one hand, psychological pain and suicidal
ideation seem to be closely related. This result is in line
with previous literature which explains suicide as a re-
sponse to feelings of overwhelming pain [17]. According
to the diathesis-stress model [45] and the buffering hypoth-
esis [46], individual vulnerabilities activated by the pres-
ence of (acute or chronic) stressors could lead to an ad-
verse psychological reaction to stress, but there are factors
which moderate this risk (as attributional style, perfection-
ism, agency and hopelessness). Following the example pre-
sented by Klonsky and May [18], imagine a young adult re-
cently graduated from university who has to move back to
live with her parents. She is perfectionist and self-critical,
as she has been raised with an authoritarian parenting style
(individual vulnerabilities). She is currently suffering a
strong pressure from her family due to her work instability
(stressors), and it makes her feel dejected and hopeless. In
this case, her first step toward suicidal ideation could begin
with her psychological pain, shown as aversive thoughts,
emotions, sensations and experiences.

On the other hand, our results indicate that a greater
perception of MIL in emerging adulthood is negatively re-
lated to suicidal ideation. According to Steger et al. [47], if
this young woman could increase her perception of coher-
ence (through comprehension of her life and experiences),
purpose (through discerning, committing to, and pursuing
her lifelong goals) and significance (through understanding
the reasons why her life is important and valuable), it will
be associated with less suicide ideation. Thus, MIL stands
out as a potential variable for suicide prevention in young
people, whose role we will mention later in greater depth.

Second, Hypothesis 2 was that the relationship be-
tween psychological pain and suicidal ideation (a) would
be partially mediated by the feeling of entrapment and (b)
would be moderated by MIL. The results obtained in our
sample, predominantly composed of female young emerg-
ing adults enrolled in university, suggest the confirmation
of both propositions of this hypothesis.

On the one side, we observed that emerging adults
who experience greater psychological pain have a stronger
sense of entrapment, and they also report a higher frequency
of suicidal ideation. These results are in line with the clas-
sic theory of Baumeister [48], who described suicide as an
escape from an aversive state of mind characterized by the
perception of entrapment, with no prospect of escape or be-
ing rescued. It could generate a “tunnel vision” whereby
suicide becomes the only perceived escape route to that
pain. As also mentioned by Williams [49] in his “cry of

pain” theory of suicide, thoughts about disappearing may
provide relief, imagining a break from the pain suffered.

However, entrapment is not an inevitable consequence
of psychological pain [19,46,50]. Our results show that the
mediation obtained is partial, so psychological pain is as-
sociated with suicidal ideation independently, but the as-
sociation is higher when studied together with entrapment.
This confirms the highlights made by Klonsky and May
[18] about the importance of studying combined factors and
their interaction. They recommended avoiding the isolated
and static study of risk and protective factors, since this lim-
its the understanding of reality.

On the other side, our findings indicate that MIL mod-
erates the relationship between psychological pain and sui-
cidal ideation. Emerging adults who are experiencing psy-
chological pain and—simultaneously—have a high percep-
tion of MIL, do not show higher suicidal ideation compared
to those participants who do not express psychological pain.
On the contrary, this relationship between pain and suicidal
ideation is clearly observed in those participants with low
MIL. This finding is consistent with the Three-Step The-
ory of suicide [18], which postulates that the first step is the
development of suicidal ideation through the combination
of psychological pain and hopelessness. The second step
is the strengthening or weakening of such suicidal ideation
through connectedness, defined not only as connection to
other people, but also as attachment to a job, project, role,
interest or any sense of perceived purpose or meaning that
keeps one person invested in living [18]. Our study suggests
that, similarly to connectedness, MIL could also function
in the second step as a buffering variable, weakening—and
even eliminating—the relationship between pain and suici-
dal ideation.

Therefore, our study finds MIL as a potential protec-
tive factor against suicidal ideation in those young adults
experimenting psychological pain, although its contribu-
tion is small in our sample and needs further exploration.
According to the Integrated Motivational-Volitional Model
(IVM) [19] of suicidal behavior, psychological pain may
be caused in a first phase (pre-motivational phase) by vul-
nerability factors (as biological, personal, interpersonal and
contextual factors). These factors are combined with other
stressors and negative life events which function as “trig-
gering events”. In a second phase (motivational phase),
the individual may feel trapped in the situation and suicidal
ideation could emerge [50]. According to O’Connor and
Kirtley [19], “the presence of motivational moderators will
increase or decrease the likelihood that entrapment is trans-
lated into suicidal ideation”. In our work we focus on this
second or motivational phase—which is the most strongly
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supported by the literature as demonstrated by Souza’s sys-
tematic review [50], providing MIL as a relevant motiva-
tional moderator in emerging adulthood [51].

Likewise, our findings alert us to the importance of
give priority attention to those young adults who are suf-
fering psychological pain combined with low meaning and
purpose in their lives, as they may have the highest risk of
suicidal ideation. According to the third phase of the IMV
model (volitional phase), they could progress from suici-
dal ideation to suicidal action if they also present factors
of execution capacity (e.g., access to means, impulsivity or
fearlessness about death, among others) [52].

Our findings lead us to draw some relevant conclu-
sions. In the first place, the potential interest to incorporate
the assessment of entrapment and MIL into routine health-
care interviews, together with other important variables pre-
viously mentioned in the literature as problem solving, ru-
mination and loneliness, among others [53]. In the second
place, there is a challenge to design, applicate and evaluate
the effectiveness of new intervention programs to reduce
entrapment [50] in emerging adults. Our results also high-
light MIL as a relevant target for developing interventions
in emerging adults – specifically, by fostering the finding
of a life purpose aligned with their personal values and en-
hancing their sense of coherence and significance during
this life stage [51]. Finally, it is important to educate profes-
sionals (such as professors, healthcare professionals, psy-
chotherapists, and other people working with young adults)
about the main characteristics of emerging adulthood and
how to appropriately address suicidal ideation in this life
stage [5,6].

Regarding the limitations of our study, we can point
out the small size and the limited variability of the sample
(predominantly composed of female university students),
which prevents the generalization of our findings to the
Spanish emerging adult population. For future research,
we propose to expand and diversify the sample to ex-
plore whether the results remain consistent despite this de-
mographic skew. In addition, the data we obtained are
cross-sectional, therefore longitudinal data will be needed
to study the causality between variables and their tempo-
ral evolution. Furthermore, the findings should be inter-
preted with caution due to the high correlation between psy-
chological pain and entrapment. Although the results for
the VIF and tolerance do not indicate a high risk of mul-
ticollinearity according to the recommendations of Myers
[41] and Menard [42], other authors consider that a mean
VIF greater than 1 could indicate that multicollinearity is
biasing the model [54]. In the present study, the mean
VIF was greater than 1; therefore, the results must be in-

terpreted with caution and further investigation is required
to determine whether there is any potential overlap. Lastly,
our study relied on self-report measures. Although we se-
lected measures with good psychometric properties and we
checked for infrequency, there are certain biases inherent
in self-report methods that could affect the results. In fu-
ture research it would be of interest to use mixed methods,
e.g., including qualitative interviews or open questions. As
emphasized by Glenn and Nock [55], it will be important to
increase the methodological creativity and sophistication of
our studies in order to obtain a more accurate, nuanced, and
actionable understanding of suicide.

With all this, we hope our research will contribute
to fostering positive psychological functioning in emerg-
ing adults, particularly young Spanish women, and sup-
port them in developing their abilities to their full potential.
From our perspective, this life stage offers a particularly
fertile ground for planting the seeds of meaning and pur-
pose, which may flourish throughout the subsequent stages
of adulthood.

Conclusions

The present study offers valuable insights within an in-
tegrative theorical framework into the psychological mech-
anisms driving suicidal ideation among a sample of Span-
ish emerging adults. The core findings suggest that psy-
chological pain functions as a primary risk factor directly
linked to a higher suicidal ideation, and indirectly linked by
the mediating effect of entrapment. It implies that young
adults who perceive their emotional suffering as an un-
sustainable situation with no possibility of escape are at a
heightened risk of presenting suicidal thoughts. Further-
more, this work highlights the role of existential variables
as a potential protective factor. Concretely, MIL may act
as a moderator factor between psychological pain and sui-
cidal ideation, functioning as a buffer. While psychologi-
cal pain strongly is positively related to suicidal ideation at
low levels of MIL, this association is effectively neutral-
ized among emerging adults who perceive high purpose,
coherence, and significance in their lives. These findings
have implications for clinical practice. On the one hand, as-
sessing suicidal ideation can be complex. Therefore, incor-
porating routine assessments of entrapment and MIL into
youth mental health screening protocols (given that these
are closely related to suicidal ideation) may be helpful. On
the other hand, preventive and therapeutic strategies target-
ing emerging adults should extend beyond reducing distress
to include interventions designed to foster coping mecha-
nisms, assist in the search for meaning, and work on devel-
oping a sense of purpose at this stage of life.
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