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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the links between mental well-being and fear of negative
evaluation among university students via the mediating role of self-reassurance and self-
criticism. This study used a cross-sectional survey design and the statistical population of this
study included all students at Shahid Beheshti University for the 2022-23 academic year. 291
participants (178 women and 113 men) were selected based on the subject’s availability.
Participants completed The Forms of Self-Criticizing/Attacking and Self-Reassuring Scale,
The Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale, and The Brief Fear of Negative Evaluation
Scale-straightforward item. The data were analyzed using the Pearson correlation and path
analysis method. The results showed that after modifications, the proposed research model
had a strong fit. Mental well-being was predicted by fear of negative evaluation indirectly and
through the mediation of self-reassurance and self-criticism. Although a significant negative
correlation was found between fear of negative evaluation and mental well-being, fear of
negative evaluation did not predict mental well-being directly. Therefore, it can be concluded
that promoting self-reassurance and decreasing self-criticism can reduce the negative effects
of fear of negative evaluation and increase university students' mental well-being.
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Introduction

Given the importance of promoting
mental  well-being among university
students (Hughes & Spanner, 2019), it is
essential to identify the factors affecting it.
So far, previous research has shown a
significant relationship between fear of
negative evaluation (FNE) and mental
well-being  (Baghaei et al., 2019;
Gandaharizadeh et al., 2018). However, the
specific mechanisms through which FNE
affects mental well-being have not been
fully investigated. Given findings on the
relationship between mental well-being
with self-reassurance (Gilbert et al., 2004b;
Sommers-Spijkerman et al.,, 2018) and
self-criticism (Kotera et al., 2019a; Kotera
& Maughan, 2020), and based on the
limited research findings on the
relationship between FNE and self-
compassion (a construct close to self-
reassurance; Huang & Wang, 2024; Long
& Neff, 2018) and self-criticism (Asif et
al.,, 2023; Khan & Naqvi, 2016), it is
hypothesized that FNE has an indirect
effect on mental well-being mediated by
self-reassurance and self-criticism.

Method
This study was cross-sectional
survey research. The statistical population

of this study included all students at
Shahid Beheshti University for the 2022-
23 academic year. The sample of the study
were 291 participants (178 women and 113
men) selected based on the subject’s
availability. Sampling was carried out in
such a way that the online link to the
research scales was distributed among
students in various faculties of Shahid

Beheshti University, and they were asked
to send the link to their classmates in
addition to responding. Participants
completed the following scales: The Forms
of Self-Criticizing/attacking and Self-
reassuring Scale (FSCRS): This 22-item
scale was designed by Gilbert et al.
(2004b) and has three subscales of
reassured self, inadequate self, and hated
self. In this study, Cronbach's alpha
coefficient for the subscales was 0.86,
0.90, and 84, respectively. Since self-
attacking represents a more severe form of
psychological distress and is considered
less relevant in non-clinical populations
(Gilbert et al., 2004b), it was not used in
this study. The Warwick-Edinburgh Mental

Well-being Scale (WEMWABS): This 14-
item scale was designed by Tennant et al.
(2007). In this study, Cronbach's alpha
coefficient for all questions was 0.89.
The Brief Fear of Negative Evaluation
Scale-straightforward item (BFNE-S): This
8-item scale was designed by Carleton et
al. (2011). This scale was derived from
straightforward items of the short version
of the Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale,
which had 12 questions and was designed
by Leary (1983). In this study, Cronbach's
alpha coefficient for all questions was
0.92. The data were analyzed using the
Pearson correlation and path analysis.

Results
Correlation matrix of research
variables is shown in Figure 1. All
correlation  coefficients  between are
significant at the 0.01 level.
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Table 1

Correlation Matrix of Research Variables

FNE self-reassurance self-criticism mental well-being
FNE 1
self-reassurance -0.36*
self-criticism 0.54* -0.57%* 1
mental well-being -0.31%° 0.63** -0.55% 1

*p<0/01

Path analysis was performed using
the maximum likelihood estimation
method with a significance level of 0.05
for  regression  coefficients in all
calculations. Since the initial fit indices
were not significant  (X*df=73.84,
GFI=0.89, CFI=0.81, NFI=0.81, IFI=0.81,
and RMSEA=0.50). Because the direct
effect of FNE on mental well-being was
not significant, this path was removed
from the model in the first step. After
removing this path, although some of the
model fit indices improved slightly, they
were still not acceptable (X*df=36.98,
GFI=0.89, CFI=0.81, NFI=0.81, IFI=0.81,
and RMSEA=0.35). Finally, based on the
software correction indices, the error
covariance between self-reassurance and
self-criticism was established (Tabachnick
& Fidel, 2015), which was also in line with
the theoretical and research background

Figure 1

that there is a relationship between self-
criticism and self-reassurance (Gilbert et
al.,, 2004b; Gilbert, 2014). After the
correction, the model fit improved
(X%df=0.13, GFI=1, CFI=1, NFI=1, IFI=1,
and RMSEA=0). The model examined in
this study, along with the standardized
regression coefficients, is shown in Figure
1.

According to Figure 1, the predictor
variables explain 30, 13, and 45 percent of
the variance in self-criticism, self-
reassurance, and mental well-being,
respectively. Table 2 reports the direct and
indirect effects of the research variables
and their significance levels. To determine
the effect of the paths in the model, a
bootstrapping test with 10,000 samples and
a 95 percent reassurance interval was used.

Research model with standardized regression coefficients

R’= 13

self-reassurance

FNE

-0.47

R’=0.45

mental well-being

-0.29
R’=0.30

self-crikicism
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Table 2
Direct and indirect effects of research variables
Effects Estimate Lower Upper p

FNE --—> self-reassurance -0.30 -0.39 -0.19 0.002
FNE --—> self-criticism 0.58 0.45 0.69 0.003
self-reassurance ---> mental well-being 0.70 0.54 0.86 0.003
self-criticism ---> mental well-being -0.33 -0.46 -0.19 0.002
FNE ---> self-reassurance ---> mental well-being -0.21 -0.32 -0.13 0.002
FNE --—> self-criticism ---> mental well-being -0.19 -0.28 -0.10 0.002
FNE --—> self-reassurance & self-criticism --—> mental well-

-0.40 -0.54 -0.28 0.002

being

Conclusion

This study aimed to predict mental
well-being based on FNE mediated by
self-reassurance and self-criticism in
university students. The results supported
the expected hypothesis of the study. This
means that individuals with higher FNE
reported more self-criticism and, as a
result, had lower mental well-being.
Conversely, people with lower FNE
reported more self-reassurance and had
higher mental well-being. This s
consistent with the results of previous
studies  (Baghaei et al., 2019;
Gandaharizadeh et al., 2018; Gilbert et
al., 2004b; Sommers-Spijkerman et al.,
2018; Kotera et al.,, 2019a; Kotera &
Maughan, 2020; Huang & Wang, 2024,
Long & Neff, 2018; Asif et al., 2023;
Khan & Naqvi, 2016). A notable finding
of this study was that although a
significant negative correlation was
found between FNE and mental well-
being. Although the indirect effect of
FNE on mental well-being was
significant mediated by self-reassurance
and self-criticism, FNE did not have a
significant direct effect on mental well-
being. This shows that the relationship
between FNE and well-being is not
simple and linear, highlighting the

importance of considering mediating
variables in this relationship. In other
words, this finding indicates that it is not
simply the existence of FNE that affects
individuals' mental well-being, but more
importantly, it is the way individuals
respond  and  interpret  perceived
evaluations that ultimately affects their
mental well-being.

This study faced some limitations.
First, the cross-sectional and post-event
nature of this study did not allow for
causal conclusions about relationships
between variables. Second, the study
sample consisted only students at Shahid
Beheshti University, Iran (a non-clinical
population) and was conducted using
convenience sampling. Therefore, the
results may not be fully representative of
the study population and the
generalizability of the findings should be
considered with caution. Finally, the
findings of this study relied on self-report
questionnaires. Given these limitations, it
IS suggested that future studies examine
the mediating role of self-criticism and
self-reassurance in the relationship
between FNE and mental well-being in
other populations, with random sampling
and a larger sample size. Also, the use of
longitudinal and experimental research
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methods as well as data collection
methods in addition to self-report
questionnaires can be useful in this
regard. In addition, further studies are
needed to investigate other mechanisms
in the relationship between FNE and
mental well-being. Overall, this study
provides a deeper understanding of the
complex relationship between FNE and
mental well-being and supports the
existence of mediating variables,
including self-reassurance and self-
criticism. This finding provides valuable
insight for designing future therapeutic
and preventive interventions aimed at
promoting mental well-being among
Iranian university students. Accordingly,
it is suggested that researchers and
practitioners promote self-reassurance
and decrease self-criticism in this
population so that they can help increase
their mental well-being and prevent the

occurrence of mental health problems to
some extent.
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