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Abstract

The present study investigated the role of childhood psychological maltreatment
and negative affect in social anxiety among students who are victims of bullying,
with self-control serving as a mediating variable. This descriptive—correlational
study employed a structural equation modeling (SEM) approach and was applied
in terms of its purpose. The statistical population comprised all students aged 13
to 17 years enrolled in lower and upper secondary schools in Sabzevar, Iran,
during the 2023-2024 academic year. A sample of 220 students identified as
bullying victims was selected through purposive sampling with the assistance of
school counselors. Data were collected using the Psychological Maltreatment
Questionnaire (Kwates & Messman, 2014), the Negative Affect Scale (Watson et
al., 1988), the Social Anxiety Scale (La Greca, 1998), the Self-Control Scale
(Tangney et al., 2004), and the Olweus Bullying/Victimization Questionnaire
(1996). Data analysis was conducted using SPSS version 26 and SmartPLS
version 4. Fit indices indicated that the proposed model demonstrated a good fit
with the data. The findings revealed that both childhood psychological
maltreatment and negative affect had significant direct relationships with social
anxiety. Furthermore, these two variables indirectly influenced social anxiety
through self-control. Specifically, psychological maltreatment and negative affect
were negatively associated with self-control, while self-control was negatively
associated with social anxiety. Based on these results, it is recommended that
schools implement programs to strengthen self-control and design psychological
interventions aimed at reducing the adverse effects of psychological maltreatment
and improving the management of negative affect among bullying victims.

Keywords: Childhood Psychological Maltreatment, Negative Emotions,
Social Anxiety, Self-Control, Students, Bullying Victims.

Cite this Article: Sheykholeslami, A., Keyvanlou, M., & Hosseinifar, S. (2026). The Role of
Childhood Psychological Maltreatment and Negative Affect on Social Anxiety among Students
Who Are Victims of Bullying: The Mediating Role of Self-Control. Educational Psychology,
22(80), 1-35. https://doi.org/10.22054/jep.2026.89828.4308

@ (1) & | © 2026 by Allameh Tabataba'i University Press
EvHe Publisher: Allameh Tabataba'i University Press



https://doi.org/10.22054/jep.2026.89828.4308
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7700-7206
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4831-6675
http://orcid.org/0009-0009-4233-6745

Homepage: https://jep.atu.ac.ir/

2 | Educational Psychology | Vol. 22 | No. 80 | 2026

Introduction

Peer relationships are fundamental components of social development
in childhood and adolescence, involving interactions among individuals
with similar social positions (Shah & Szwedo, 2024). Among these
relationships, bullying and victimization are of particular importance
(Mohammadi & Amiri, 2016). Global studies have shown that
approximately 30.5% of students have reported experiencing bullying
(Heil et al., 2024). Victimization in bullying can lead to severe
consequences such as anxiety, depression, and suicidal thoughts (Ni et
al., 2025; Ariani et al., 2025), and it increases the risk of developing
social anxiety (Pontillo et al., 2019). Furthermore, psychological
maltreatment during childhood—including humiliation and threats—is
considered an influential factor in the development of social anxiety
(Gao et al., 2025; Zhong et al., 2024). Negative emotions such as
anxiety and sadness are also associated with greater severity of social
anxiety (Liu et al., 2024; Xiang et al., 2021). In contrast, self-control
plays a protective role and can reduce the intensity of social anxiety
(Fang et al., 2025; Zhong et al., 2024). Accordingly, the present study
aims to examine the relationships between childhood psychological
maltreatment and negative affect with social anxiety among students
who are victims of bullying, considering the mediating role of self-
control.

Literature Review

Research has shown that peer relationships, particularly bullying and
victimization, play a decisive role in the psychological and social
development of students (Shah & Szwedo, 2024; Mohammadi & Amiri,
2016). Experiencing bullying can lead to outcomes such as anxiety,
depression, and suicidal thoughts (Heil et al., 2024; Nai et al., 2025;
Arian et al., 2025), and victimization is associated with increased social
anxiety (Pontillo et al., 2019). Moreover, psychological maltreatment
during childhood has been recognized as an important factor in the
emergence of social anxiety (Mdiller et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2023), as it
can lead to impairments in emotional development and the formation of
fear of social interactions (Geng & Chan, 2018; Coates & Messman-
Moore, 2014). In addition, negative emotions such as anxiety, sadness,
and fear have significant associations with greater severity of social
anxiety (Shang et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2024; McClanahan et al., 2025).
Furthermore, self-control, as the ability to regulate emotions and
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behaviors, may moderate the adverse effects of maltreatment and
negative emotions and reduce social anxiety (Fang et al., 2025; Zhang
et al., 2024; He et al., 2023; Guo et al., 2025). Based on this evidence,
simultaneous examination of childhood psychological maltreatment
and negative emotions with the mediating role of self-control in
predicting social anxiety among student victims of bullying holds
notable theoretical and clinical significance.

Methodology

This study was conducted with an applied objective and employed a
descriptive-correlational approach using Structural Equation Modeling
(SEM). The statistical population comprised all students aged 13 to 17
years attending middle and high schools in the city of Sabzevar during
the academic year 2024-2025. Only students who reported being
victims of peer bullying at least two to three times per month, based on
their self-report, were considered the target population to ensure that
the sample consisted exclusively of actual bullying victims. For sample
selection, a purposive sampling method was employed. Eligible
participants were identified through collaboration with school
counselors and the administration of the Olweus Bullying
Questionnaire (1969), completed by the students. Participants were
selected from various classes and schools to ensure representation of
the statistical population's diversity in terms of gender, grade level, and
geographical area. Based on the formula proposed by Kline (2016),
which suggests a minimum of 20 participants per latent variable, the
initial sample size was determined to be 240 individuals, accounting for
potential attrition, with the aim of achieving generalizable results and
reducing statistical error. Ultimately, 220 questionnaires were used for
statistical analysis. The inclusion criteria for the study were: providing
written informed consent from parents, frequent experience of bullying,
being within the 13 to 17 age range, and the absence of diagnosed
psychological disorders. Exclusion criteria included unwillingness to
continue cooperation, incomplete submission of questionnaires, or
dishonest responses. To adhere to ethical considerations, the
confidentiality of participants' information was guaranteed, and they
were provided with access to the study's results. Data analysis was
performed using SPSS version 26 and SmartPLS4 software.
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Results

The findings of the present study indicated that the proposed conceptual
model demonstrated an excellent fit to the data. Path analysis revealed
that negative emotions (B = 0.54) and psychological maltreatment ( =
0.48) exerted significant positive effects on social anxiety.
Furthermore, both variables had direct negative effects on self-control
(B =-0.40 and B = —0.56, respectively), whereas self-control showed a
significant negative association with social anxiety (B = —0.50).
Consistent with the main hypothesis, the results of the indirect path
analysis further indicated that self-control served as a significant
mediating variable in the relationships between negative emotions ( =
—0.20) and psychological maltreatment (p = —0.29) with social anxiety.
Overall, these findings suggest that although negative emotions and
psychological maltreatment contribute to higher levels of social
anxiety, self-control functions as a crucial protective mechanism that
mitigates these adverse effects.

Discussion
The research findings demonstrated that childhood psychological
maltreatment and negative emotions have a positive and significant
relationship with the social anxiety of bullying victims (Gao et al.,
2025; Liu et al., 2024; McClanahan et al., 2025). Psychological
maltreatment predisposes individuals to social anxiety by weakening
secure attachment and reducing emotional resilience (Bowlby, 1969;
Bruce et al., 2012). Additionally, negative emotions stemming from the
experience of bullying increase social anxiety by reinforcing negative
beliefs about the self and others (Beck, 2020; Mishra, 2020).
Conversely, self-control has a negative relationship with social
anxiety and plays a mediating role between psychological maltreatment
and negative emotions on the one hand, and social anxiety on the other
(Robson et al., 2020; Wenzel et al., 2024). These results suggest that
self-control, acting as a protective factor, can reduce the negative
effects of maltreatment and negative emotions on social anxiety by
regulating emotion and decreasing sensitivity to negative evaluation.
The most significant limitations of this study include the use of self-
report measures, which may be influenced by response bias; the
restriction of the statistical population to bullying victims in the city of
Sabzevar, which reduces the generalizability of the findings; and the
cross-sectional design of the study, which limits the ability to examine
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causal relationships. It is recommended that future research utilize
mixed methods (interviews and observation), more diverse samples,
and longitudinal designs to enhance the accuracy and validity of the
results.

Conclusion

Overall, this research demonstrated that childhood psychological
maltreatment and negative emotions are associated with increased
social anxiety in students who are victims of bullying, with self-control
playing a mediating role in these relationships. Psychological
maltreatment exacerbates social anxiety by weakening self-concept and
emotional resilience, while negative emotions intensify it by
reinforcing negative beliefs and reducing self-confidence. High levels
of self-control can mitigate the negative effects of these factors by
managing emotions and improving social interactions. These findings
underscore the importance of emotional support and strengthening self-
control in preventing social anxiety.
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