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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Female infertility is a multifaceted condition with profound physical and psychological
consequences. It is defined as the inability of a woman to conceive after one year of regular,
unprotected sexual intercourse (Cousineau & Domar, 2007; Hazlina et al., 2022). Infertility
is categorized into primary infertility, when a woman has never conceived, and secondary
infertility, when she has previously conceived but is unable to do so again. Beyond its
biological determinants—such as ovulatory dysfunction, uterine abnormalities, hormonal
imbalances, and age-related factors—infertility exerts significant psychological burdens.
Women often experience grief, loss, diminished self-esteem, anxiety, depression, guilt, and
shame, particularly in sociocultural contexts where fertility is closely tied to female identity
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(Colman & Kotera, 2024). The stress of treatment procedures, financial costs, and social pressures
further exacerbate these challenges.

A critical psychological construct relevant to women facing infertility is distress tolerance,
defined as the perceived ability to withstand and endure negative or unpleasant emotional states
(Wild et al., 2024). Low distress tolerance is associated with heightened emotional arousal, poor
emotion regulation, and maladaptive coping strategies (Dabbaghi & Rafieepour, 2022).
Conversely, higher distress tolerance predicts psychological security and resilience (Heidari
Nejad et al., 2020; Takhayori et al., 2021).

Another construct that may influence distress tolerance is self-compassion, defined as kindness
and understanding toward oneself in times of perceived inadequacy, failure, or suffering (Neff,
2003; Diedrich et al., 2016). Self-compassion protects self-esteem, fosters unconditional self-
acceptance, and promotes adaptive coping (Neff, 2023; Najafi et al., 2023). Empirical studies
have demonstrated that self-compassion is positively associated with distress tolerance and post-
traumatic growth (Basharpoor et al., 2021; Shaw & Kelly, 2024).

A third construct of interest is coping self-efficacy, which refers to an individual’s confidence
in their ability to use personal resources and strategies to manage stressful situations (Vaezfar et
al., 2014). Coping self-efficacy is linked to resilience, problem-focused coping, and distress
tolerance (Zeng et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2024). Bandura (2015) emphasized that self-efficacy
functions as a mediating mechanism in psychological processes, shaping behavior and emotional
responses.

Despite the theoretical connections among these constructs, few studies have examined the
interplay of self-compassion, coping self-efficacy, and distress tolerance specifically in infertile
women. The present study aimed to investigate the mediating role of coping self-efficacy in the
relationship between self-compassion and distress tolerance among infertile women in Mashhad,
Iran.

Method

This study employed a descriptive-correlational design using path analysis. The population
consisted of infertile women attending infertility clinics in Mashhad (Armaghan, Razavi, Novin,
and Milad) during spring 2024. Based on Meyers et al. (2016) recommendation of 50 participants
per variable, a minimum sample size of 150 was required; to account for attrition, 200 participants
were recruited using convenience sampling. Inclusion criteria were absence of prior pregnancy
and no history of psychiatric treatment. Exclusion criteria included failure to respond to more than
10% of questionnaire items. Participation was voluntary, and informed consent was obtained.
Data were collected using the Self-Compassion Scale (SCS), the Coping Self-Efficacy Scale
(CSES), and the Distress Tolerance Scale (DTS). Data were analyzed using Pearson correlations
and path analysis with SPSS version 26 and AMOS version 24.

Results
Demographic analysis revealed that 33% of participants were aged 20-25, 39% aged 26-30, 18%
aged 31-35, and 10% aged 36—40. Regarding education, 38% held a diploma or less, 21% an
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associate degree, 27% a bachelor’s degree, and 14% a master’s degree. Correlation analysis
indicated significant positive relationships among self-compassion, coping self-efficacy, and
distress tolerance (P < 0.01). Path analysis confirmed the model’s fit (¥?/df = 2.85, RMSEA =
0.068, IF1=0.95, CFI1 = 0.95, GFI = 0.93). Direct effects showed that self-compassion positively
predicted distress tolerance (f = 0.35, P < 0.001) and coping self-efficacy (f = 0.52, P < 0.001).
Coping self-efficacy, in turn, positively predicted distress tolerance (f = 0.66, P < 0.001). The
indirect effect of self-compassion on distress tolerance via coping self-efficacy was also
significant (f = 0.58, P <0.001).

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that self-compassion enhances distress tolerance among infertile
women. This aligns with prior research showing that self-compassion reduces self-blame,
mitigates negative cognitions, and fosters realistic perspectives (Qasemi et al., 2022; Shaw &
Kelly, 2024). Women who treat themselves with kindness are less vulnerable to destructive
thoughts and more capable of enduring emotional distress.

Self-compassion also predicted higher coping self-efficacy. This supports studies by Taylor et
al. (2022) and Beiranvand et al. (2022), which found that compassionate individuals are more
proactive in problem-solving and less prone to rumination. In the context of infertility, self-
compassionate women are more likely to mobilize cognitive and behavioral resources to confront
challenges, thereby strengthening their coping efficacy.

Coping self-efficacy, in turn, was a strong predictor of distress tolerance. This corroborates
findings by Manning et al. (2018), Russell et al. (2019), Taylor et al. (2021), and Wang et al.
(2024). Women with higher coping efficacy employ adaptive strategies, regulate emotions
effectively, and manage stressors more constructively. Conversely, low coping efficacy leads to
heightened arousal, maladaptive behaviors, and diminished tolerance for distress.

The mediating role of coping self-efficacy confirms Bandura’s (2015) theoretical proposition
that self-efficacy functions as a central mechanism linking psychological constructs. Consistent
with Wang et al. (2014), coping self-efficacy mediated the relationship between self-compassion
and distress tolerance. Thus, self-compassion fosters optimism and self-acceptance, which
enhance coping efficacy, ultimately increasing distress tolerance.

These findings underscore the importance of interventions aimed at cultivating self-
compassion and coping self-efficacy among infertile women. Training programs that promote
self-kindness, mindfulness, and adaptive coping may reduce psychological distress and improve
resilience. Moreover, group counseling and educational sessions for women and their families
could raise awareness about infertility and mitigate sociocultural pressures.

Nevertheless, limitations must be acknowledged. The sample was restricted to infertile women
in Mashhad, recruited through convenience sampling, which limits generalizability. Cultural and
social stressors vary across regions, potentially influencing distress tolerance. Future research
should replicate this study in diverse populations and examine demographic moderators such as
age, duration, and type of infertility.
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In conclusion, the study provides empirical evidence that coping self-efficacy mediates the
relationship between self-compassion and distress tolerance in infertile women. Enhancing self-
compassion and coping efficacy may empower women to better manage the emotional challenges
of infertility, thereby improving psychological well-being and quality of life.
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