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The aim of the present study is to investigate the relationship between shame,
guilt, self-criticism, and alexithymia with self-injurious behaviors in
students: the mediating role of self-compassion. This is applied research and
was conducted with a correlational design using the structural equation
modeling method. The statistical population of this study was all
undergraduate students at the University of Guilan. The research sample was
508 people (208 boys and 300 girls) who were selected from among the
students in the academic year 2022-2023. The research tools included the
Self-Injury Scale (SHI), the Self-Aware Emotions Scale (TOSCA-3), the
Self-Criticism Scale (LOSC), the Alexithymia Scale (TAS), and finally the
Short Form Self-Compassion Scale (SCS-SF). Data analysis was also done
using Structural equation model method and the bootstrap test using SPSS27
and AMOS24 software. The research results have showed that the model has
a good fit. Also, the research findings have showed that self-compassion has
a mediating role in the relationship between shame, guilt, self-criticism, and
alexithymia with self-injurious behaviors (P<0.01). According to the
obtained results, self-compassion can neutralize the negative effects of
shame, guilt, self-criticism, and alexithymia on self-injurious behaviors.
Therefore, these factors should be considered in the design of prevention
methods as well as educational and treatment programs, and should be
planned, developed, and implemented at the level of universities and higher
institutions.
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The mediating role of self-compassion in the relationship between self-conscious emotions
(shame and guilt), self-criticism and alexithymia with self-injurious behaviors in students

Extended Abstract

Aim

University, as a dynamic and challenging environment, plays a fundamental role in the personal and
social development of students. However, academic pressures, family expectations, interpersonal
challenges, and adaptation to changes in student life can create significant psychological stress and
tension for students, which in some cases leads to maladaptive strategies such as self-injurious behaviors
(Heydarian et al., 2023). Research outcomes have shown that self-injurious behaviors usually occur
immediately after experiencing acute emotions such as shame and guilt, and during this behavior, the
intensity of these emotions temporarily decreases (Schmidt et al., 2023). According to the results of the
research background, another factor accelerating self-injurious behaviors is self-criticism and
alexithymia (Xavier et al., 2016; Cerutti et al., 2018). One of the protective factors against self-injurious
behaviors is self-compassion, and in the study of Mohammadian et al. (2022), they found that self-
compassion has a protective role against the negative effects of alexithymia, borderline personality
symptoms, and non-suicidal self-injury. Therefore, considering the high prevalence of self-injurious
behavior in students and also the research gaps regarding the variables of this study, modeling for the
psychological factors involved in the development of these behaviors is necessary. Finally, the present
study aimed to investigate the relation among shame, guilt, self-criticism, and alexithymia and self-
injurious behaviors in students: the mediating role of self-compassion.

Methodology

The design of this research is correlational using causal modeling methods (structural equation
modeling). The statistical population of this research was all undergraduate students of the University
of Guilan and this research was conducted in the academic year 1402-1403. The sample of this research
was selected through available sampling from the university and faculties and the questionnaires were
distributed among them (until the sample size was completed) and some of them were distributed online.
In order to determine the desired sample size, using the Krejcie and Morgan table (1970), considering
the size of the research population, 376 people were considered as the sample size. However, considering
the possibility of some response forms being lost, the wide diversity of the statistical population,
increasing sampling accuracy and reducing type I error, 132 more people were included in the research;
therefore, the final sample size in this research was 508 people. The data were completed using the self-
injurious behavior questionnaires of Wiederman and Sanson (1998), the self-conscious emotions scale
of Tangeni et al. (2000), the self-criticism scale of Thompson and Zuroff (2004), the Alexithymia scale
of Bagby et al. (1994), and the short-form self-compassion scale of Rice et al. (2011). Data analysis was
also performed with SPSS27, AMOS24 software, using correlation and structural equation statistical
methods, and the bootstrap method was also used to test the mediating relationships.

Findings

In the present study, 40.9% (208) were boys and 59.1% (300) were girls. In assessing univariate
normality, the distribution of the main variables in the study was examined using skewness and kurtosis
indices. According to Klein (2023), an absolute skewness value less than 3 and an absolute kurtosis
value less than 10 indicate no problem with univariate normality. The results showed that the data had
no issues regarding univariate normality. To evaluate multivariate normality, Mardia’s kurtosis
coefficient was used. In the present study, this coefficient was calculated as 14.82, which is less than the
critical value of 48. This critical value was obtained using the formula p(p+2), where p represents the
number of observed variables, which is 6 in this study. Therefore, based on the obtained result,
multivariate normality is confirmed. Also, the results of confirmatory factor analysis showed that the
instruments used in the study had a relatively good fit and had acceptable construct validity. The
outcomes showed that the final model of the mediating role of self-compassion in relation to shame,
guilt, self-criticism, and alexithymia with self-injury in students was fit (CMIN/DF07=0.4=16,
RMSEA=0.97, GFI=0.95, CFI=0.95, IF1=0.94 NFI). Also, the findings of the study showed that self-



compassion has a mediating role in the relation among shame, guilt, self-criticism, and alexithymia with
self-injury behaviors (P<0.01).
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Figure 1 - Standardized coefficients of the final model of the mediating role of self-compassion in the relationship between
shame, guilt, self-criticism, and alexithymia with self-injury in students.

Conclusion

The results showed that the direct effect of the variables shame, guilt, self-criticism, and alexithymia on
self-injury is significant. Finally, the direct effect of the variable self-compassion on self-injury is
significant. There is also a relationship between self-criticism, shame, guilt, alexithymia, and self-injury
with the mediation of self-compassion. These findings were in line with other researchers (Xavier et al.
2016; Cerutti et al., 2018; Mohammadian et al., 2022; Schmidt et al., 2023). In explaining the mediating
role of self-compassion on shame and guilt, self-criticism, and alexithymia, it can be referred to as a
protective factor and a positive emotion regulation strategy. In other words, self-compassion acts as a
buffer against self-criticism and helps individuals manage the negative emotions resulting from self-
criticism without resorting to harmful behaviors such as self-injury (Xavier et al., 2016). Moreover, self-
compassion enables individuals to respond to negative emotions like shame and guilt with kindness
rather than self-punishment (such as self-injury), allowing them to manage these emotions with




acceptance and understanding (Xavier et al., 2016). Additionally, self-compassion can neutralize the
negative effects of alexithymia. That is, even when an individual has difficulty identifying and
expressing emotions, possessing self-compassion helps them accept themselves rather than feel
frustrated. Instead of self-blame, they experience greater calm, and ultimately, they manage their
emotions through healthier means such as self-acceptance and self-empathy (Norman et al., 2020).
Finally, considering the protective role of self-compassion, it is recommended that mental health
professionals and academic counseling centers use approaches such as compassion-based therapy (CFT)
to prevent and treat self-injurious behaviors, emphasizing increasing self-compassion, reducing self-
criticism, and improving emotional regulation. Also, holding workshops on managing shame, guilt,
emotional regulation, and resilience in academic environments can play an effective role in reducing
these maladaptive behaviors.
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