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Objective: This study aimed to model depressive symptoms based on early maladaptive
schemas and self-compassion by examining the mediating role of maladaptive cognitive emotion
regulation strategies among university students.

Methodology: This fundamental study employed a descriptive-correlational design based on
structural equation modeling. The statistical population consisted of students at the University
of Isfahan, and data from 360 students selected through convenience sampling were analyzed.
Participants completed the Young Schema Questionnaire, Neff’s Self-Compassion Scale, the
Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire, and the Beck Depression Inventory-Il. Data were
analyzed using Pearson correlation coefficients and structural equation modeling with SPSS and
AMOS.

Findings: The proposed structural model demonstrated satisfactory fit to the data (y*/df=2.14,
CFI1=0.95, TLI=0.94, GFI=0.93, RMSEA=0.056, and SRMR=0.043). Early maladaptive
schemas had significant positive direct effects on maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation
strategies (=0.55, p<0.001) and depressive symptoms ($=0.24, p<0.001). Self-compassion had
significant negative direct effects on maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies (p=-
0.38, p<0.001) and depressive symptoms (f=-0.21, p<0.001). Maladaptive cognitive emotion
regulation strategies also had a significant positive effect on depressive symptoms (=0.49,
p<0.001). Bootstrap analysis indicated significant indirect effects of early maladaptive schemas
(B=0.27, 95% CI [0.19, 0.36]) and self-compassion (f=-0.19, 95% CI [-0.27, -0.12]) on
depressive symptoms through maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies, confirming
partial mediation. Overall, the variables included in the model explained 62% of the variance in
depressive symptoms.

Conclusion: The findings indicate that early maladaptive schemas function as cognitive
vulnerability factors, whereas self-compassion serves as a psychological protective factor
associated with depressive symptoms among university students, with maladaptive cognitive
emotion regulation strategies partially explaining these relationships.

Keywords: depression, early maladaptive schemas, self-compassion, cognitive emotion
regulation, university students.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Depression is one of the most prevalent and consequential mental health problems among
university students and is associated with impaired academic functioning, reduced motivation,
interpersonal difficulties, diminished quality of life, and problems in adaptation to the developmental and
educational demands of university life. University students are exposed to multiple sources of stress,
including academic evaluation, uncertainty regarding future employment, financial pressures, changing
social networks, interpersonal conflicts, and increasing expectations for autonomy. Recent evidence
indicates that depression, anxiety, and stress remain highly prevalent among university students,
particularly during the post-COVID-19 period, highlighting the continuing need to identify psychological
mechanisms that contribute to students’ vulnerability to depressive symptoms (Anton-Ruiz et al., 2026). The
significance of this problem is further supported by evidence showing that depression is substantially
associated with poorer quality of life among students across different educational and cultural contexts
(Fernandes et al., 2023). In Iran, mental health problems among university populations have also received
considerable attention. A systematic review and meta-analysis demonstrated substantial rates of
depression, anxiety, and sleep-related difficulties among Iranian medical students and resident physicians
(Shafiee et al., 2024), while research among Iranian university students has identified distinct latent classes
of depressive symptoms and demonstrated that students may differ considerably in the severity and
configuration of depressive manifestations (Aleebrahim et al., 2024). These findings emphasize the
importance of moving beyond the mere description of depressive symptoms toward identifying the
cognitive and emotional mechanisms through which vulnerability and protective factors contribute to
depression.

One potentially important cognitive vulnerability factor is early maladaptive schemas. Early
maladaptive schemas are relatively enduring and pervasive cognitive-emotional patterns concerning the
self, others, and interpersonal relationships that can influence the interpretation of experiences across
different life situations. Contemporary evidence suggests that these schemas are not limited to personality
pathology but may function as transdiagnostic vulnerability factors across a wide range of psychological
disorders (Bar et al., 2023). In depression, negative schemas may cause individuals to interpret academic
failure, interpersonal rejection, or uncertainty about the future as evidence of personal inadequacy,
unworthiness, or hopelessness. Empirical evidence has shown that several early maladaptive schema
domains are associated with depressive and anxiety symptoms (Ahrnberg et al., 2025). A predictive-
processing perspective similarly suggests that maladaptive schemas formed through adverse experiences
may create persistent negative expectations about the self and environment, subsequently shaping how
new information is interpreted and maintaining depressive processing patterns (Ramamurthy & Chen, 2025).
However, the psychological consequences of maladaptive schemas may also depend on how individuals
regulate the emotional responses triggered by schema activation. A recent systematic review and meta-
analysis demonstrated robust associations between early maladaptive schemas and emotion regulation
difficulties, supporting the proposition that maladaptive emotional processing may represent an important
mechanism through which schemas contribute to psychological symptoms (Pilkington et al., 2024).
Furthermore, latent profile research among university students has demonstrated that patterns of early
maladaptive schemas are associated with different levels of self-compassion and psychological flexibility,



indicating that maladaptive schemas may coexist with reduced access to protective psychological
resources (zhang et al., 2025).

Self-compassion represents one such protective psychological resource. Self-compassion involves
responding to personal suffering, failure, and inadequacy with kindness rather than harsh self-judgment,
recognizing difficulties as part of common humanity rather than as experiences of isolation, and
maintaining balanced awareness of painful thoughts and emotions rather than becoming excessively
identified with them (Neff, 2022). In university students, greater self-compassion has consistently been
associated with lower depressive symptoms and more adaptive coping processes (Wang et al., 2024).
Evidence from Iranian students also indicates that self-compassion is an important factor in understanding
depressive pathology alongside cognitive emotion regulation and related psychological variables (Rajabi et
al., 2024). Importantly, intervention research suggests that self-compassion is modifiable. Self-compassion-
focused treatment has been shown to reduce cognitive vulnerability to depression among students (Farhadi
et al., 2023), and meta-analytic findings indicate that self-compassion interventions can reduce depressive
symptoms, anxiety, and stress (Han & Kim, 2023). One mechanism potentially explaining these associations
is cognitive emotion regulation. Cognitive emotion regulation refers to cognitive strategies used to manage
emotional responses following stressful or negative life events (Garnefski et al., 2001). Maladaptive strategies
such as self-blame, rumination, catastrophizing, and blaming others may maintain attention on negative
aspects of an event, intensify negative affect, and impede psychological recovery. The Persian version of
the Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire has demonstrated adequate psychometric properties,
supporting its use in Iranian populations (Abdi et al., 2012). Evidence among students with depressive
symptoms further indicates that rumination and maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation are clinically
relevant and can be improved through psychological intervention (Ahmadi et al., 2024). Cognitive emotion
regulation has also been shown to mediate relationships between contextual factors and symptoms of
depression and anxiety among university students (Wang et al., 2023). Of particular relevance, emotion
regulation has been identified as a mediator between self-compassion and depression (Yu et al., 2023), and
maladaptive emotion regulation strategies have specifically been shown to mediate the association
between self-compassion and depressive symptoms among undergraduate students (Peng & Ishak, 2024).
Taken together, these findings suggest that early maladaptive schemas may increase, whereas self-
compassion may decrease, vulnerability to depressive symptoms, partly through their associations with
maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation. Accordingly, the present study aimed to model depressive
symptoms based on early maladaptive schemas and self-compassion, with maladaptive cognitive emotion
regulation strategies as a mediating variable among university students.

Methods and Materials

The study employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural equation modeling. The
statistical population consisted of students enrolled at the University of Isfahan. Participants were
recruited through convenience sampling, and data from 360 university students were included in the
analyses. Eligibility criteria included current university enrollment, willingness to participate voluntarily,
ability to read and understand the questionnaire items, and provision of informed consent. Questionnaires
with substantial missing data, invalid or uniform response patterns, or incomplete participation were
excluded from the final analysis. Data were collected using the Young Schema Questionnaire, the Beck
Depression Inventory-11, the Self-Compassion Scale, and the Cognitive Emotion Regulation

E-ISSN: 2981-1759


https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2981-1759

Questionnaire. In the assessment of maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation, the four strategies of self-
blame, rumination, catastrophizing, and blaming others were considered. Statistical analyses were
conducted using SPSS and AMOS. Preliminary analyses included examination of missing values, outliers,
distributional normality, and multicollinearity. Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated to
examine bivariate associations among the study variables. Structural equation modeling was then
performed to test the hypothesized direct and indirect relationships. Model adequacy was evaluated using
multiple goodness-of-fit indices, including the chi-square-to-degrees-of-freedom ratio, Comparative Fit
Index, Tucker-Lewis Index, Goodness-of-Fit Index, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation, and
Standardized Root Mean Square Residual. Bootstrap confidence intervals were used to evaluate the
statistical significance of indirect effects and the proposed mediating role of maladaptive cognitive
emotion regulation strategies.

Findings

The structural model demonstrated a satisfactory fit to the observed data. The chi-square-to-
degrees-of-freedom ratio was 2.14, the Comparative Fit Index was 0.95, the Tucker-Lewis Index was 0.94,
the Goodness-of-Fit Index was 0.93, the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation was 0.056, and the
Standardized Root Mean Square Residual was 0.043. These values indicated that the hypothesized model
adequately represented the relationships among the study variables. Correlation analysis showed that early
maladaptive schemas were positively associated with maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies
(r=0.61, p<0.001) and depressive symptoms (r=0.58, p<0.001). Self-compassion was negatively
associated with maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies (r=-0.52, p<0.001) and depressive
symptoms (r=-0.55, p<0.001). Maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies were also positively
associated with depressive symptoms (r=0.67, p<0.001).

Structural path analysis demonstrated that early maladaptive schemas had a significant positive
direct effect on maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies (f=0.55, p<0.001), whereas self-
compassion had a significant negative direct effect on maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies
(B=-0.38, p<0.001). Maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies, in turn, had a significant positive
direct effect on depressive symptoms ($=0.49, p<0.001). Early maladaptive schemas also demonstrated a
significant positive direct effect on depressive symptoms (=0.24, p<0.001), while self-compassion
demonstrated a significant negative direct effect on depressive symptoms (p=-0.21, p<0.001). Bootstrap
analysis confirmed significant indirect effects. The indirect effect of early maladaptive schemas on
depressive symptoms through maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies was 0.27, with a 95%
confidence interval ranging from 0.19 to 0.36. The indirect effect of self-compassion on depressive
symptoms through maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies was -0.19, with a 95% confidence
interval ranging from -0.27 to -0.12. Because both direct and indirect effects remained significant,
maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies partially mediated both relationships. Overall, early
maladaptive schemas, self-compassion, and maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies
explained 62% of the variance in depressive symptoms. Early maladaptive schemas and self-compassion
together explained 58% of the variance in maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings provide an integrated account of depressive symptoms among university students by
demonstrating that cognitive vulnerability, psychological protection, and emotion regulation operate
simultaneously within the same explanatory model. Greater early maladaptive schemas were associated



with more severe depressive symptoms both directly and indirectly. Students characterized by stronger
maladaptive schemas may interpret academic setbacks, interpersonal difficulties, or uncertainty about the
future through rigid negative assumptions about themselves and their capabilities. Such interpretations
may intensify emotional distress and increase the likelihood of repetitive negative cognitive responses.
The significant indirect pathway suggests that early maladaptive schemas are partly related to depression
because they increase reliance on maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies. Thus, schemas may
represent relatively distal cognitive vulnerability structures, whereas rumination, self-blame,
catastrophizing, and blaming others may function as more proximal processes through which negative
emotional experiences are maintained.

Self-compassion showed the opposite pattern. Higher self-compassion was directly associated
with fewer depressive symptoms and was also indirectly related to lower depression through reduced
maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation. Students who respond to failure and distress with greater
kindness, acceptance, and balanced awareness may be less likely to engage in prolonged self-blame,
repetitive rumination, or catastrophic interpretation. The partial nature of the mediation indicates that
emotion regulation is an important, but not exclusive, mechanism connecting self-compassion with
depressive symptoms. Other processes, such as reduced self-criticism, greater psychological flexibility,
acceptance of personal limitations, and a stronger sense of shared humanity, may also contribute to its
protective function.

Overall, the model highlights maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation as a meaningful
psychological bridge between deeper cognitive structures and depressive symptoms. The substantial
proportion of explained variance further suggests that considering schemas, self-compassion, and emotion
regulation together provides a useful framework for understanding individual differences in depression
among university students. These findings have practical implications for university mental health
services. Interventions that simultaneously identify and modify maladaptive schemas, cultivate self-
compassion, and reduce maladaptive cognitive strategies such as rumination, self-blame, and
catastrophizing may offer a more comprehensive approach to prevention and psychological treatment. In
conclusion, depressive symptoms among university students appear to be associated with the interplay
between cognitive vulnerability and psychological protective resources, with maladaptive cognitive
emotion regulation strategies serving as an important partial mediating mechanism linking both early
maladaptive schemas and self-compassion to depression.
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