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Abstract

The present study aimed to predict children’s attachment security based on the caregiving
behaviors of maternal aunts serving as alternative attachment figures. This study employed a
descriptive-correlational design. The statistical population consisted of children aged 5 to 10
years living in Mashhad whose maternal aunts had assumed primary responsibility for their
daily care due to family circumstances. A total of 250 children were selected through
convenience sampling. Attachment security was assessed using the Security Scale, and
maternal aunts’ caregiving behaviors were evaluated using a parenting practices questionnaire
addressing authoritative, authoritarian, and permissive dimensions. Data were analyzed using
Pearson correlation coefficients and simultaneous multiple regression analysis. The results
showed that authoritative caregiving was positively and significantly associated with children’s
attachment security (r = 0.57, p < 0.01), whereas authoritarian caregiving (r = -0.41, p <0.01)
and permissive caregiving (r = -0.29, p < 0.01) were negatively and significantly associated
with attachment security. The multiple regression model was statistically significant, F(3, 246)
=50.26, p < 0.001, and explained 38% of the variance in attachment security. Authoritative
caregiving was the strongest positive predictor (B = 0.49, p < 0.001), while authoritarian
caregiving (f = -0.24, p < 0.001) and permissive caregiving (B = -0.14, p = 0.015) were
significant negative predictors. The findings indicate that the quality of maternal aunts’
caregiving behaviors is significantly related to children’s attachment security when the aunt
serves as the primary caregiver. \Warm, responsive, supportive, and appropriately structured
caregiving may strengthen attachment security, whereas controlling or inconsistent caregiving
may undermine it. Thus, maternal aunts can function as meaningful alternative attachment
figures when they provide stable and supportive care.

Keywords: attachment security, caregiving behaviors, maternal aunt, alternative attachment
figure, children, authoritative caregiving
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Social anxiety disorder is a prevalent and potentially disabling psychological condition characterized by
persistent fear of situations in which individuals may be observed, evaluated, or negatively judged by others.
This fear often leads to avoidance of interpersonal encounters, reduced participation in social activities, and
impairment in academic, occupational, and relational functioning. According to established diagnostic criteria,
the anxiety experienced in social situations is persistent, disproportionate to the actual threat, and associated
with clinically significant distress or functional impairment (American Psychiatric, 2013). Epidemiological
evidence has further demonstrated that anxiety disorders constitute a substantial proportion of the lifetime
burden of mental disorders and may follow chronic courses when left untreated (Kessler et al., 2012).
Contemporary cognitive models suggest that social anxiety is maintained through maladaptive processes such
as heightened self-focused attention, negative predictions about social performance, exaggerated standards for
social behavior, and persistent post-event processing (Hofmann, 2007). Accordingly, psychological
interventions that target not only overt symptoms but also the underlying cognitive, emotional, and
interpersonal mechanisms of the disorder are of particular clinical relevance. Evidence from psychotherapy
research has confirmed that psychological interventions can substantially reduce social anxiety symptoms,
although treatment response varies according to intervention characteristics and patient factors (Alden et al.,
2018; de Ponti et al., 2024).
One psychological construct that has received increasing attention in relation to social anxiety is self-
compassion. Self-compassion refers to a supportive, accepting, and nonjudgmental way of relating to oneself
in the face of distress, failure, inadequacy, or suffering. It encompasses self-kindness rather than harsh self-
judgment, recognition of one’s experiences as part of common humanity rather than isolation, and mindful
awareness rather than over-identification with negative thoughts and emotions (Neff, 2003a, 2003b). Higher
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self-compassion has been associated with more adaptive psychological functioning and may offer a relatively
stable way of maintaining self-worth without excessive dependence on external validation or social comparison
(Neff et al., 2007; Neff & Vonk, 2009). This construct is particularly relevant to social anxiety because
socially anxious individuals often respond to perceived interpersonal mistakes with shame, self-criticism, and
global negative self-evaluations. Empirical evidence has shown that individuals with social anxiety tend to
report lower levels of self-compassion and greater self-judgment and over-identification (Werner et al., 2012).
Moreover, emotion regulation has been identified as one of the mechanisms linking self-compassion and social
anxiety (McBride & Bates, 2022), while structural evidence has suggested that self-compassion may mediate
the relationship between early interpersonal experiences and social anxiety (Dabiri & Saberi, 2022).
Intervention studies further support the importance of self-compassion in social anxiety. Compassion-based
approaches are grounded in the assumption that excessive activation of threat-related systems is associated
with shame and self-criticism and that developing a more supportive internal stance may facilitate emotional
regulation (Gilbert, 2009). Self-compassion has been linked to improved adjustment in the face of stressful
experiences (Sirois et al., 2018), and direct self-compassion training has shown promising effects among
individuals with social anxiety disorder (Teale Sapach & Carleton, 2023). Other studies have reported
improvements in self-criticism, social self-efficacy, distress tolerance, emotional expression, and
psychological flexibility following self-compassion-oriented interventions (Saeedinia & Azmoudeh, 2024;
Varmazyari, 2022). More recent investigations have demonstrated that directing self-compassion toward
maladaptive self-beliefs may alter dysfunctional self-representations associated with social anxiety
(Szczyglowski & Kocovski, 2025), and brief online self-compassion interventions have produced
improvements in perfectionism, self-criticism, and social anxiety (Borgdorf et al., 2025). Meta-analytic
evidence further suggests that emotional intelligence contributes to the relationship between self-compassion
and social anxiety (Wang et al., 2026), while therapeutic changes in core beliefs and shame have been shown
to coincide with improvements in self-compassion during treatment for social anxiety disorder (Winter et al.,
2026).

Social competence constitutes another important dimension of functioning in individuals with social anxiety.
It refers broadly to the cognitive, behavioral, emotional, and motivational capacities required to interpret
interpersonal situations, regulate emotions, select appropriate behavioral responses, and engage effectively
with others. Individuals with social anxiety may possess basic interpersonal abilities but fail to use them
effectively because fear of negative evaluation, self-focused attention, and avoidance interfere with actual
social performance. Evidence from intervention research indicates that psychological treatment may enhance
social competence alongside reductions in anxiety-related symptoms (Hatam et al., 2026). Schema therapy
may be particularly suitable for addressing both self-compassion and social competence because it focuses on
early maladaptive schemas, coping styles, unmet emotional needs, and recurrent interpersonal patterns.
Schema therapy integrates cognitive, experiential, behavioral, and relational techniques to modify enduring
maladaptive patterns (Jacob & Arntz, 2013). Systematic evidence has also suggested that schema therapy has
potential clinical utility in anxiety-related disorders, although further controlled research is warranted (Peeters
et al., 2022).

In social anxiety, maladaptive schemas involving defectiveness/shame, social isolation, failure, emotional
deprivation, and unrelenting standards may create persistent expectations of rejection, criticism, or inadequacy.
Earlier and more recent Iranian studies have reported beneficial effects of schema therapy on social anxiety
symptoms and fear of negative evaluation (Khorshidzadeh & Borjali, 2011; Sabokbari et al., 2021).
Contextual schema therapy has also shown beneficial effects on emotion regulation and related symptoms
among individuals with social anxiety (Emamzamani et al., 2023), while schema therapy has been associated
with improvements in self-focused attention and clinical symptoms (Kabritchi et al., 2025). International
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randomized studies have similarly supported the usefulness of schema-based interventions for social anxiety,
including online and group-based formats (Stefan et al., 2023; Stefan et al., 2026). Group schema therapy
has also demonstrated therapeutic benefits among patients with social anxiety disorder and comorbid avoidant
personality disorder (Baljé et al., 2024), with subsequent research indicating that multiple mediating and
moderating processes may influence treatment outcomes (Baljé et al., 2025). Despite this growing literature,
relatively limited research has simultaneously examined whether schema therapy can enhance both the
individual’s compassionate relationship with the self and the capacity for effective interpersonal functioning.
Therefore, the present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of schema therapy on self-compassion and
social competence in individuals with social anxiety disorder.

Methods and Materials

The present applied study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group. The
study population consisted of individuals with social anxiety disorder who attended counseling and
psychological service centers in Tehran in 2026. Eligible individuals were initially screened according to the
study inclusion and exclusion criteria. Inclusion criteria included the presence of social anxiety symptoms
based on screening and specialist evaluation, an age range of 18-32 years, absence of a severe psychological
disorder or disabling psychiatric comorbidity that could interfere with treatment, no concurrent participation
in another psychological intervention, no initiation of a new psychiatric medication or substantial change in
medication dosage during the study, and willingness to participate throughout the intervention. Following
screening and informed consent, 30 participants were selected through purposive sampling and randomly
assigned to an experimental group and a control group, with 15 participants in each group. Both groups
completed the study measures before the intervention. The experimental group then received eight sessions of
group schema therapy, whereas the control group received no psychological intervention during the study
period. Following completion of the intervention, both groups completed the same measures again under
comparable assessment conditions.

Self-compassion was assessed using the 12-item Self-Compassion Scale—Short Form. The instrument assesses
six dimensions of self-compassion: self-kindness, self-judgment, common humanity, isolation, mindfulness,
and over-identification. Responses are scored on a five-point Likert scale, and negatively oriented items are
reverse-scored so that higher total scores represent greater self-compassion. Social competence was assessed
using the Social Competence Questionnaire, which evaluates cognitive skills and abilities, behavioral skills,
emotional competence, and motivational readiness for effective social interaction and adaptation. Both
instruments demonstrated acceptable psychometric characteristics for use in the present sample.

The schema therapy intervention was delivered across eight group sessions. The first two sessions focused on
assessment, psychoeducation, group rules, and identification of early maladaptive schemas and their
developmental origins. Sessions three and four emphasized cognitive techniques, including examination of
evidence for and against schemas, challenging schema validity, restructuring schema-consistent
interpretations, and strengthening the healthy mode. Sessions five and six focused on experiential and emotion-
focused strategies, including imagery, imaginary dialogue, emotional processing of adverse experiences, and
letter writing. Sessions seven and eight emphasized behavioral pattern breaking, modification of maladaptive
coping styles, rehearsal of healthier responses, evaluation of the costs and benefits of dysfunctional behaviors,
consolidation of treatment gains, and preparation for termination.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26. Descriptive statistics included frequencies, percentages, means,
and standard deviations. Analysis of covariance was used to determine intervention effects after controlling
for baseline scores. Assumptions of normality, homogeneity of variances, and homogeneity of regression
slopes were examined before inferential analyses. Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons were used to
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compare adjusted group means, and effect sizes were reported using eta squared. Statistical significance was
set at 0.05.

Findings

The sample consisted of 30 participants, including 17 women (56.7%) and 13 men (43.3%). Thirteen
participants (43.3%) were aged 23-27 years, representing the largest age group, while 19 participants (63.3%)
were single and 15 participants (50%) held a bachelor’s degree. Descriptive findings showed that the mean
self-compassion score in the experimental group increased from 58.73+6.42 at pretest to 78.47+7.13 at posttest,
whereas the corresponding scores in the control group changed from 59.20+6.18 to 61.07+6.54. Similarly, the
mean social competence score in the experimental group increased from 96.80+8.71 to 119.60+9.14, whereas
the control group showed only a small increase from 97.27+9.02 to 99.13+8.47.

The assumptions required for analysis of covariance were satisfied. The distributions of self-compassion and
social competence scores did not significantly deviate from normality, the homogeneity of variance assumption
was met for both dependent variables, and the group-by-pretest interaction was nonsignificant, supporting the
assumption of homogeneous regression slopes. After controlling for pretest scores, a statistically significant
group effect was found for self-compassion, F(1,27)=43.45, P<0.001, n?>=0.616. The adjusted mean self-
compassion score was 78.31 in the experimental group and 61.23 in the control group, with an adjusted mean
difference of 17.08 points (P<0.001). A statistically significant intervention effect was also found for social
competence, F(1,27)=35.58, P<0.001, n>=0.568. The adjusted mean social competence score was 118.94 in
the experimental group and 99.79 in the control group, corresponding to an adjusted mean difference of 19.15
points (P<0.001). These findings indicate that participation in schema therapy was associated with substantial
improvements in both self-compassion and social competence.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that schema therapy was effective in enhancing self-compassion among individuals
with social anxiety disorder. This effect can be explained by the capacity of schema therapy to identify and
modify deeply rooted beliefs involving defectiveness, shame, failure, rejection, and rigid personal standards.
Individuals with social anxiety frequently interpret interpersonal difficulties as evidence of personal
inadequacy and respond to perceived mistakes with self-criticism and shame. Through cognitive restructuring,
experiential techniques, emotional processing, and development of a healthier internal stance, schema therapy
may enable individuals to understand these reactions as products of earlier maladaptive learning rather than
objective evidence of personal worthlessness. Such changes can reduce self-judgment, over-identification, and
feelings of isolation while strengthening self-kindness, balanced awareness, and acceptance of human
imperfection.

The significant improvement in social competence can likewise be understood through the modification of
maladaptive cognitive, emotional, and behavioral patterns. Socially anxious individuals often anticipate
rejection, humiliation, or failure and consequently rely on avoidance or other dysfunctional coping strategies.
Although avoidance may temporarily reduce distress, it prevents corrective interpersonal experiences and
reinforces beliefs of social incompetence. Schema therapy directly addresses these cycles through behavioral
pattern breaking, gradual engagement in previously avoided situations, development of healthier coping
responses, and corrective relational experiences within the therapeutic context. As maladaptive expectations
are weakened, individuals may become more willing to participate in social interactions, express themselves,
regulate their emotions, and tolerate the possibility of minor mistakes without withdrawing.

The simultaneous improvement in self-compassion and social competence may also reflect a reciprocal
process. Individuals who respond to themselves with greater kindness after social errors are less likely to
engage in prolonged self-criticism and avoidance, thereby increasing opportunities for successful interpersonal
experiences. In turn, more positive social experiences can weaken beliefs of defectiveness and isolation and
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further strengthen a supportive relationship with the self. Schema therapy may therefore produce change at
both intrapersonal and interpersonal levels by simultaneously targeting cognition, emotion, behavior, and
relational patterns.

Overall, the present findings indicate that schema therapy can meaningfully improve both self-compassion and
social competence in individuals with social anxiety disorder. Its effectiveness may derive from modifying
early maladaptive schemas, reducing shame and self-criticism, reconstructing negative core beliefs, decreasing
avoidant coping, and promoting healthier emotional and interpersonal responses. Accordingly, schema therapy
can be considered a useful psychological intervention for individuals with social anxiety, particularly when
their clinical presentation includes persistent negative self-beliefs, self-critical tendencies, interpersonal
avoidance, and perceived social inadequacy. Future controlled studies with larger samples and follow-up
assessments are required to determine the durability and broader generalizability of these effects.
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