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Objective: The present study aimed to determine the relationship between
psychological maltreatment, self-differentiation, and social anxiety, with the mediating
role of psychological flexibility.

Methodology: This study is a descriptive correlational research. The statistical population
included all adult men and women aged 18-40 who visited Mehr Alborz Therapy Clinic
and the University of Tehran Clinic, both located in Tehran Province, between 2021 and
2022. The sample size was estimated at 148 individuals using the Krejcie and Morgan table,
and participants were selected through purposive sampling based on the study's inclusion
criteria. Data were collected using four standardized questionnaires: the Psychological
Maltreatment Scale (AMI24), the Self-Differentiation Scale (DSI), the Psychological
Flexibility Scale (CFI), and the Social Anxiety Scale (LSAS). Data analysis was conducted
using descriptive statistical indices (frequency, mean, and standard deviation) and
inferential statistics (structural equation modeling). Statistical analyses were performed
using SPSS-26 and Smart PLS-3.3 software.

Findings: In this study, 148 participants (117 men and 31 women) were examined,
with 79.1% being male. Regarding educational level, 27.7% had an education level
below a high school diploma, 52% had a high school diploma, and 20.3% had an
associate degree. The results showed that the R? value for social anxiety (0.669) and
psychological flexibility (0.318) was significantly high. The indirect effect of self-
differentiation on social anxiety through psychological flexibility was significant (t =
2.371, B = 0.214). Additionally, psychological maltreatment had a significant positive
effect on psychological flexibility (t > 1.96, B = 5.803). Psychological maltreatment,
with a standardized beta coefficient of 5.803, had a significant positive impact on
psychological flexibility (t > 1.96). Moreover, psychological flexibility had a
significant positive impact on social anxiety, with a standardized beta coefficient of
5.825 (t > 1.96). The indirect t-value obtained from the Sobel test for assessing the
significance of the mediation effect was 4.111.

Conclusion: Self-differentiation can positively influence psychological maltreatment
and psychological flexibility. Additionally, psychological flexibility can mediate the
relationship between self-differentiation and psychological maltreatment.
Keywords: Psychological Maltreatment, Self-Differentiation, Social
Psychological Flexibility
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Social anxiety is a chronic anxiety disorder characterized by excessive fear and avoidance of social
and performance-related situations. It manifests as a persistent emotional state involving significant
distress over potential negative evaluation in social contexts (Urban et al., 2024). Among the psychological
factors contributing to social anxiety, psychological maltreatment plays a significant role in shaping
individuals' cognitive and emotional responses. Psychological maltreatment, including emotional neglect
and intimidation, has been associated with long-term psychological distress, including paranoia in men
and obsessive-compulsive tendencies in women (z. J. Wang et al., 2024). Research indicates that individuals
with a history of psychological maltreatment often experience negative self-beliefs and perceive others as
unsupportive (J. Liu et al., 2023). Childhood experiences of humiliation and emotional abuse by caregivers
can lead to maladaptive interpersonal relationships in adulthood, impairing emotional regulation and self-
perception (Shahar et al., 2015).

Another critical factor in understanding social anxiety is self-differentiation, a concept rooted in
Bowen’s family systems theory. It reflects an individual's ability to maintain autonomy in their thoughts
and emotions while engaging in intimate relationships (Parsakia et al., 2023). Individuals with high self-
differentiation exhibit strong self-esteem and the capacity to regulate emotional reactivity, whereas those
with low differentiation tend to exhibit extreme dependence or defiance in relationships, leading to
heightened social anxiety (Askian et al., 2008). Previous studies have established that low self-differentiation
is linked to poor social adaptability, which negatively impacts psychological well-being and motivation
(Aghaei & Mousavi, 2020).

Psychological flexibility, defined as the ability to adjust thoughts and behaviors in response to
situational demands while maintaining long-term personal values, has been identified as a crucial mediator
between early-life adversity and mental health outcomes (Aghajani et al., 2022). Higher psychological
flexibility is associated with reduced psychological distress and improved emotional regulation (Urbanska-
Grosz, 2024). Given the established relationships between psychological maltreatment, self-differentiation,
and social anxiety, the present study aims to examine the mediating role of psychological flexibility in
these relationships.

Methodology

The present study employed a descriptive-correlational design to investigate the relationships
among psychological maltreatment, self-differentiation, and social anxiety, with psychological flexibility
as a mediating variable. The study population consisted of adult men and women aged 18 to 40 who visited
Mehr Alborz Therapy Clinic and the University of Tehran Clinic between 2021 and 2022. The sample
size was determined using the Krejcie and Morgan table, resulting in a total of 148 participants selected
through purposive sampling based on predefined inclusion criteria.

Data collection was conducted using four standardized questionnaires: the Psychological
Maltreatment Scale (AMI24), the Self-Differentiation Scale (DSI), the Psychological Flexibility Scale
(CFI), and the Social Anxiety Scale (LSAS). The collected data were analyzed using both descriptive
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statistics (frequency, mean, and standard deviation) and inferential statistics, particularly structural
equation modeling. All statistical analyses were performed using SPSS-26 and Smart PLS-3.3 software.

Findings

A total of 148 individuals participated in the study, comprising 117 men (79.1%) and 31 women
(20.9%). Regarding educational background, 27.7% had an education level below a high school diploma,
52% had a high school diploma, and 20.3% held an associate degree.

The results of the structural equation modeling revealed that the coefficient of determination (R?)
for social anxiety was 0.669, while for psychological flexibility, it was 0.318, indicating a substantial
variance explained by the predictor variables. The indirect effect of self-differentiation on social anxiety
via psychological flexibility was statistically significant (t=2.371, B = 0.214). Furthermore, psychological
maltreatment exhibited a significant positive impact on psychological flexibility (t > 1.96, = 5.803), and
psychological flexibility, in turn, significantly influenced social anxiety (t > 1.96, p = 5.825). The Sobel
test confirmed the significance of the mediation effect, yielding an indirect t-value of 4.111.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings suggest that self-differentiation positively influences both psychological
maltreatment and psychological flexibility. Additionally, psychological flexibility serves as a crucial
mediator in the relationship between self-differentiation and psychological maltreatment. These results
support the notion that psychological flexibility is essential for mitigating the adverse effects of
psychological maltreatment on social anxiety.

Given that individuals with high psychological flexibility are better equipped to navigate
emotional distress, the study highlights the importance of fostering psychological flexibility through
therapeutic interventions. The observed relationships align with existing research, demonstrating that
early-life psychological maltreatment can have lasting impacts on self-perception and social anxiety.
Moreover, low self-differentiation can contribute to heightened anxiety in social settings due to difficulties
in emotional regulation and self-identity formation.

The implications of this study extend to therapeutic and educational settings. Interventions aimed
at enhancing self-differentiation and psychological flexibility may help reduce social anxiety symptoms,
particularly among individuals with a history of psychological maltreatment. Future research should
explore additional factors that may moderate or mediate these relationships, such as personality traits or
coping strategies.

Overall, the study underscores the need for targeted interventions to address the psychological
consequences of early-life maltreatment and promote adaptive emotional regulation strategies.
Strengthening psychological flexibility may serve as a viable approach for mitigating social anxiety and
fostering psychological well-being.
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