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Introduction

Adolescence is a critical developmental stage marked by identity formation, heightened
emotional sensitivity, and increased vulnerability to psychological difficulties. Among
these, social anxiety disorder (SAD) is particularly prevalent and impactful. Social anxiety
is defined as a persistent fear of social situations in which individuals anticipate behaving in
an embarrassing or humiliating manner (Halidu & Kotera, 2024). This condition can
undermine adolescents’ quality of life, academic achievement, and peer relationships, and if
left untreated, may escalate into more severe outcomes such as substance abuse, suicidal
behaviors (Birmaher et al., 2015), smoking (Rayan & Ahmad, 2017), school absenteeism
(Wood et al., 2022), poor peer connections (Asendorpf et al., 2008), and peer victimization
(Alexander et al., 2017).
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Peer victimization—defined as repeated harassment or bullying by peers—is a complex and
pervasive issue during adolescence. It encompasses physical aggression, verbal abuse, social
exclusion, rumor-spreading, and threats, typically occurring in contexts such as schools and
neighborhoods (Glew et al., 2008; Iannello et al., 2024). Victimization often involves power
imbalances, leaving victims feeling helpless and vulnerable, with long-term consequences for
emotional and social development (Najafi et al., 2017). Research consistently shows that
victimized adolescents are at heightened risk for anxiety, depression, and diminished self-esteem
(Xiaet al., 2023).

In coping with stressors such as victimization, psychological flexibility is essential (Rahmati
etal., 2025). One construct that has attracted increasing attention in this regard is self-compassion.
Neff (2009) conceptualized self-compassion as comprising three interrelated components: self-
kindness versus self-judgment, common humanity versus isolation, and mindfulness versus over-
identification. Self-compassion has been shown to enhance resilience, facilitate emotion
regulation, and reduce maladaptive self-criticism (Neff & McGehee, 2010; Irons & Lad, 2017).
Empirical evidence suggests that self-compassion is negatively associated with social anxiety
(Hosein-Pour et al., 2021; McBride et al., 2022; Holas et al., 2023). However, whether self-
compassion moderates the relationship between peer victimization and social anxiety remains
unclear. Addressing this gap could inform interventions aimed at mitigating the harmful effects
of victimization.

Method

This study employed a correlational design to examine the moderating role of self-compassion in
the relationship between peer victimization and social anxiety among adolescents. The sample
consisted of 477 high school students (grades 10—12) in Mashhad, Iran, during the 2023-2024
academic year. Participants were aged 15—19 years. Sampling was conducted via convenience
selection of two schools (one male, one female), with questionnaires distributed electronically
through school networks.

Measures included the Gatehouse Bullying Scale (GBS), the Short Form of the Self-
compassion Scale-Short Form (SCS-SF), and three-item version of the Interaction Anxiousness
Scale (IAS-3). Ethical considerations included informed consent, confidentiality, and voluntary
participation. Data analysis employed structural equation modeling (SEM) using SmartPLS 3.3.1
to test direct and moderating effects

Results

Demographic analyses revealed that 55.6% of participants were female and 44.4% male, with a
mean age of 16.87 years (SD = 0.88). Boys reported significantly higher levels of social anxiety
and victimization than girls (P < 0.01). Older students demonstrated lower social anxiety and
higher self-compassion (P < 0.01). Correlation analyses indicated that peer victimization was
positively associated with social anxiety (r = 0.50, P < 0.01), self-compassion was negatively
associated with social anxiety (r = —0.47, P< 0.01). Among self-compassion dimensions, self-
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kindness and mindfulness exhibited the strongest negative correlations with social anxiety, while
common humanity showed weaker associations.

Results showed that self-compassion explained 22% of the variance in social anxiety (R =
0.22). The direct effect of self-compassion on social anxiety was significant (f =—-0.37, P <0.01).
However, the interaction term between self-compassion and peer victimization was not significant
(P > 0.05), indicating that self-compassion did not function as a moderator in the relationship
between victimization and social anxiety in this sample.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings confirm that self-compassion is a robust negative predictor of social anxiety,
consistent with prior studies (Schwanen, 2015; Gill et al., 2018; McBride et al., 2022; Holas et
al., 2023). Adolescents with higher self-compassion reported lower anxiety, likely due to reduced
self-criticism and enhanced emotion regulation (Neff, 2023). Self-compassion fosters acceptance
of mistakes as part of the human experience, thereby mitigating cycles of self-blame that
exacerbate social anxiety (Neff & McGehee, 2010).

However, the hypothesized moderating role of self-compassion was not supported. Peer
victimization exerted a consistent positive effect on social anxiety across all levels of self-
compassion. This suggests that while self-compassion alleviates general anxiety symptoms, it
may not buffer the specific detrimental impact of victimization experiences. One methodological
explanation is that moderation analysis requires unique variance contributed by the interaction
term beyond the main effects (Igartua & Hayes, 2021). Given the strong correlations among
victimization, self-compassion, and social anxiety, shared variance may have diminished the
statistical detectability of moderation.

From a theoretical perspective, victimization may represent a particularly severe stressor that
overwhelms the protective capacity of self-compassion. Unlike internal struggles, victimization
involves external power imbalances and repeated social harm (Iannello et al., 2024), which may
require additional protective factors such as social support, coping skills, or family resilience.
Thus, while self-compassion is beneficial, it may not suffice to counteract the unique
psychological burden imposed by victimization.

The study underscores the importance of reducing peer victimization to mitigate social anxiety
in adolescents. Interventions should target bullying prevention and provide victims with
mindfulness-based and compassion-focused practices to enhance psychological well-being.
School counselors can teach techniques such as breathing exercises, body scans, and present-
moment awareness to help victims regulate stress responses. Moreover, the findings highlight the
need for multi-component interventions that combine self-compassion training with broader
systemic efforts to reduce bullying and strengthen social support networks. Such interventions
could foster resilience and reduce the long-term impact of victimization on adolescent mental
health.

This study has several limitations. First, reliance on self-report data may introduce bias.
Second, the sample was drawn from a single city using convenience sampling, limiting
generalizability. Furthermore, potential confounding variables such as family history of anxiety,
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social support, and coping strategies were not controlled. Future research should employ
longitudinal designs, diverse cultural samples, and examine additional moderators (e.g.,
resilience, parental support). Experimental studies testing self-compassion interventions in
victimized adolescents would also be valuable.

In conclusion, self-compassion significantly reduces social anxiety among adolescents but
does not moderate the impact of peer victimization. While cultivating self-compassion remains
beneficial, comprehensive interventions addressing victimization itself are essential to protect
adolescent mental health. This study contributes to the literature by clarifying the role of self-
compassion in adolescent anxiety and highlighting the need for integrated approaches to bullying
prevention and psychological support.
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