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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The loss of a significant relationship can be a profound trauma. Romantic heartbreak,
characterized by feelings of failure and humiliation resulting from the termination of an
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intimate relationship, often leads to intense emotional distress. This distress manifests as feelings
of sadness, rejection (Amanelahi et al., 2022), psychological vulnerability, loneliness, physical
symptoms, a sense of emptiness and hopelessness, helplessness, sleep disturbances (Mosayebi
dorche et al., 2022), altered appetite, and pessimism (Kuula et al., 2020).

Emotional distress, a common consequence of romantic heartbreak (Amanollahi et al., 2022)
arises from maladaptive cognitive, social, and physiological processes. Individuals with higher
distress tolerance can better endure negative psychological states (Bolandnazar et al., 2023).
Following heartbreak, some individuals develop the ability to release and express emotions,
accept their feelings, analyze and explain, and respond to questions about the reasons for the
breakup, addressing them realistically. Conversely, others remain mired in sorrow and emotional
distress.

Furthermore, the growth of critical thinking is one of the factors that can guide individuals
toward maturity, self-awareness, and resilience against the damages of romantic trauma. Critical
thinking is a mental process that enables individuals to judge and make decisions about ideas,
activities, and various topics. It allows people to focus on issues, observe multiple dimensions of
events, and ultimately form judgments about them (Eslami et al., 2023). By developing thinking,
instead of suppressing emotions and feelings arising from heartbreak, individuals face these
emotions, examine the causes of failure, and make suitable decisions for problem-solving.

Integrated self-knowledge is among the factors that may reduce emotional distress and foster
critical thinking in those who have experienced heartbreak, and it is considered a fundamental
aspect of mental health and a core personality trait that influences self-regulation processes
(Majolo et al., 2023). This type of self-knowledge is associated with increased insight and
awareness, cognitive flexibility, openness to criticism, goal attainment, empathy, openness to
experience, empathic concern, and a stronger personal identity (Fateri & Abdi, 2023). Given these
points, this study aims to answer the question: Can integrated self-knowledge predict emotional
distress tolerance and the growth of critical thinking in students who have experienced romantic
trauma?

Method

This study employed a descriptive, correlational design with an applied purpose. The target
population comprised students at Kharazmi University (Tehran, Iran) who had experienced
romantic heartbreak during the 2023-2024 academic year. Participants were recruited through a
university-wide announcement, and 145 students volunteered. From this group, 112 students,
aged 18 to 38, who scored above 20 on the love trauma inventory (LTI) were purposively selected.
Inclusion criteria were: single status, absence of diagnosed psychiatric or personality disorders,
and no current use of psychotropic medications. There were no restrictions on prior romantic
trauma experience. Exclusion criteria included lack of motivation or dissatisfaction with
participation and incomplete questionnaires. The data were collected using the Integrative Self-
Knowledge Scale (ISS), the Distress Tolerance Scale (DTS), and the Critical Thinking
Disposition (EMI). Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26 and PLS software.
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Results

Direct path analysis revealed significant positive relationships between integrated self-knowledge
and critical thinking development (f = 0.31), reflective self-knowledge and critical thinking
development (B = 0.36), experiential self-knowledge and critical thinking development (f = 0.25),
integrated self-knowledge and emotional distress tolerance ( = 0.28), reflective self-knowledge
and emotional distress tolerance (B = 0.29), and experiential self-knowledge and emotional
distress tolerance (f = 0.24). Integrated self-knowledge accounted for 68% of the variance in
critical thinking development (R? = 0.68) and 53% of the variance in emotional distress tolerance
(R2=0.53).

Discussion and Conclusion

The study found a significant positive relationship between integrated self-knowledge and
emotional distress tolerance in students with romantic trauma experiences. Integrated self-
knowledge involves reflecting on past, present, and future experiences with insight, acceptance,
and openness. When facing challenges and failures, rather than immersing themselves in negative
emotions or blaming themselves and others, individuals with high integrated self-knowledge
adopt a gentle, self-compassionate approach, embracing these emotions without avoidance,
denial, or suppression, thereby enhancing distress tolerance (Gholamali Lavasani et al., 2019). In
contrast, individuals who adopt a “strong” persona, suppressing their emotions and displaying
outward resilience despite inner turmoil, avoid engaging with the pain of failure.

The second finding was a significant association between integrated self-knowledge and
critical thinking development in students with romantic trauma experience. Integrated self-
knowledge fosters critical thinking by encouraging individuals to question assumptions, evaluate
biases, and consider alternative perspectives, which can mitigate distorted thinking and irrational
beliefs, and it often leads to reduced stress, anxiety, and depression. Furthermore, self-knowledge
prevents automatic internal responses and promotes re-examination of past experiences, creating
more organized and complex action plans. Thus, self-knowledge lays the groundwork for critical
thinking. In the context of romantic trauma, self-knowledge enables individuals to view the
experience as part of their personal growth, enhancing psychological resilience. This perspective
facilitates critical analysis of subsequent challenges through self-reflective questioning, for
example: “What is my current state and emotion?” “In showing affection, was I only a receiver
or also an initiator?” “Why do I blame myself so much in this relationship?” and “What was my
role in this outcome?” Self-knowledge thereby enhances critical thinking and psychological
resilience.

Limitations of this study include the use of non-random sampling, which limits
generalizability. Future research should employ random sampling and incorporate interviews and
observations to supplement more comprehensive and objective self-report data. Additionally,
variables such as participants’ economic status and social standing were not examined, which
could shed light on factors contributing to their self-knowledge, so future studies could explore
the influence of socioeconomic factors on self-knowledge. Finally, based on the findings, it is
recommended that therapists and counselors help individuals with romantic trauma understand
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the importance of emotional processing rather than suppressing them. Educational programs to
focusing on self-knowledge could be introduced in schools, universities, and other organizations,
and therapists should prioritize integrated self-knowledge to enhance emotional distress tolerance
and critical thinking in clients with romantic trauma.
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