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Background: Fibromyalgia, with its complex psychological and biological aspects, remains a largely
misunderstood challenge. The role of object relations and emotional dysregulation in exacerbating
symptoms and the impact of self-compassion as a coping resource has been less explored. This study
integrates these factors and offers a new perspective on effective psychological interventions.
Aims: The aim of this study was to examine the effect of object relations on fibromyalgia symptoms,
with emotional dysregulation and self-compassion serving as mediators.

Methods: This research employed a correlational design with structural equation modeling. The
study population consisted of all individuals diagnosed with fibromyalgia in Tehran in 2023. From
this group, 250 participants were selected via convenience sampling. They completed the Revised
Fibromyalgia Impact Questionnaire (Bennett et al., 2009), the Object Relations and Reality Testing
Inventory (Blatt, 1986), the Self-Compassion Short Form (Raes et al., 2011), and the Toronto
Alexithymia Scale (Bagby et al., 1994). Data were analyzed using structural equation modeling and
AMOS24 software.

Results: The results showed that the structural model fit the collected data. The total path coefficient
between object relations and fibromyalgia symptoms was significant and positive (P= 0.001,
= 0.489). Additionally, the path coefficient between object relations and fibromyalgia symptoms
through self-compassion (P=0.001, B= 0.118) and emotional dysregulation (P=0.001, = 0.193) was
also positive and significant.

Conclusion: self-compassion and emotional dysregulation significantly mediate the effect of object
relations on fibromyalgia symptoms. The findings suggest that psychological interventions focused
on enhancing self-compassion, reducing emotional dysregulation, and improving object relations
could contribute to more effective management and reduction of fibromyalgia symptoms. These
interventions may be applied in the design of comprehensive therapeutic and psychological programs
for fibromyalgia patients.
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Introduction

Fibromyalgia is a chronic and complex condition
marked by widespread musculoskeletal pain, fatigue,
sleep disturbances, and emotional distress. Its
prevalence, predominantly in women, ranges
between 3.98% and 2.40% in women and men,
respectively (Heidari et al., 2017; Ruschak et al.,
2023). Despite its widespread occurrence, the exact
etiology of fibromyalgia remains elusive, often
categorized as a medically unexplained syndrome
(Jackson & Kroenke, 2008). Psychological theories
propose that fibromyalgia symptoms may represent
unresolved emotional traumas manifesting as
psychosomatic issues. Early object relations,
particularly —adverse relational patterns with
caregivers, may amplify vulnerability to chronic
stress and somatic complaints (Nasio, 2012; Caputo,
2020). Emotional factors such as alexithymia—
difficulty identifying and describing emotions—and
self-compassion—an attitude of kindness towards
oneself—may influence the relationship between
early object relations and fibromyalgia symptoms
(Montero-Marin et al., 2020; Brooks et al., 2022).
This study aims to examine the direct effect of object
relations on fibromyalgia symptoms while
investigating the mediating roles of alexithymia and
self-compassion. The  research  posits that
compromised object relations increase vulnerability
to fibromyalgia symptoms through heightened
emotional  dysregulation and reduced  self-
compassion. The findings highlight the importance of
psychological interventions targeting these mediators
to improve fibromyalgia symptom management.

Method

This study adopted a descriptive-correlational design
and utilized structural equation modeling (SEM) to
examine hypothesized relationships. The target
population consisted of individuals diagnosed with
fibromyalgia in Tehran in 2023, with 250 participants
(223 women and 27 men, aged 16-70) selected
through convenience sampling. Inclusion criteria
included a formal diagnosis of fibromyalgia for at
least six months, active treatment, and voluntary
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participation, while exclusion criteria ruled out acute
psychiatric disorders, substance abuse, or incomplete
questionnaire responses. Participants completed
validated instruments: the Persian Fibromyalgia
Impact Questionnaire (FIQR) for assessing
fibromyalgia’s impact, the Object Relations and
Reality Testing Scale (BORRTI) for evaluating
object relations, the Toronto Alexithymia Scale
(TAS-20) for emotional processing difficulties, and
the Self-Compassion Scale-Short Form (SCS-SF) for
self-compassion dimensions. Data analysis via
AMOS?24 involved confirmatory factor analysis for
measurement model fit and SEM for exploring direct
and indirect effects. Model fit indices such as
RMSEA, CFl, and GFI validated the structural
model.

Results

In this study, 250 patients with fibromyalgia (223
women and 27 men) participated, with a mean age of
32.61 years (SD = 7.73). Among the participants, 158
individuals (63.2%) were single, 59 (23.6%) were
married, and 33 (13.2%) were divorced. Educational
levels were as follows: 53 participants (21.2%) had
less than a high school diploma, 68 (27.2%) had a
high school diploma, 9 (3.6%) had an associate
degree, 84 (33.6%) held a bachelor's degree, and 36
(14.4%) had a master's degree or higher. Regarding
the duration of their awareness of their condition, 36
participants (14.4%) reported less than one year, 97
(38.8%) reported 1-3 years, 91 (36.4%) reported 46
years, and 26 (10.4%) reported more than six years.
The skewness and kurtosis values for all variables fell
within the +2 range, indicating univariate normality
of the data distribution (Kline, 2016). The
multicollinearity assumption was confirmed, as all
tolerance values for predictor variables exceeded 0.1,
and variance inflation factors (VIF) were below 10.
According to Myers et al. (2006), tolerance values
below 0.1 and VIF values above 10 indicate
multicollinearity. Additionally, the box-and-whisker
plot analysis revealed no outliers among the research
variables. The skewness and kurtosis values for
Mahalanobis distance were 0.68 and 0.21,
respectively, confirming multivariate normality. The
Durbin-Watson statistic for predictor variables was
1.83, indicating independence of errors. A scatterplot
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of standardized residual variances was analyzed to
assess variance homogeneity and confirm this
assumption. After validating the assumptions, data
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were analyzed using structural equation modeling

(SEM). Table 1 presents the model fit indices.

Table 1. Fit Indices for the Measurement and Structural Models

Fit Indices Measurement Model Structural Model Cutoff Criteria
Chi-Square 39.12 99.83 -
df 32 40 -
Df/ 2 122 2.49 <3
GFI 0.969 0.932 >0.90
AGFI 0.947 0.889 >0.85
CFI 0.991 0.935 >0.90
RMSEA 0.030 0.078 <0.08
Table 1 demonstrates that all fit indices derived from variables in this study. After evaluating the

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) support an
acceptable fit of the measurement model with the
collected data. Among the indicators, social
inadequacy showed the highest factor loading
(B= 0.841), while difficulty in identifying emotions
showed the lowest (B= 0.499). As all factor loadings
exceeded the threshold of 0.32, it can be concluded
that all indicators sufficiently measure the latent

measurement model's fit, structural model indices
(Figure 1) were calculated and assessed. In the
proposed structural model, it was hypothesized that
object relations influence fibromyalgia symptoms
through the mediating effects of alexithymia and self-
compassion. Table 1 further confirms that the fit
indices of the structural model align well with the
collected data.

Table 2. Total, Direct, and Indirect Path Coefficients Variables in the Structural Model

Effects

b SE B p

Object Relations «— Self-Compassion

Object Relations < Emotional Inhibition
Self-Compassion «<— Fibromyalgia Symptoms

-1.037 0203 -0.412  0.001
0.192  0.069 0.377  0.001
-0.274  0.044 -0.468  0.001

Emotional Inhibition «— Fibromyalgia Symptoms 0.914 0.322 0.315 0.001
Direct Effect of Object Relations «— Fibromyalgia Symptoms 0.261 0.136 0.177 0.054
Indirect Effect of Object Relations «— Fibromyalgia Symptoms 0.459 0.108 0.312 0.001
Total Effect of Object Relations «— Fibromyalgia Symptoms 0.720 0.176 0.489 0.001

Table 2 demonstrates that the total path coefficient
between object relations and fibromyalgia symptoms
is positive and significant (B= 0.489, p= 0.001).
Additionally, the indirect path coefficient between
these two variables is also positive and significant
(B= 0.312, p= 0.001). Utilizing the Baron and Kenny
(1986) formula (as cited in Mallinckrodt et al., 2006),
it was found that the path coefficient between object
relations and fibromyalgia symptoms via self-
compassion is positive and significant (= 0.118,
p= 0.001), as is the coefficient through alexithymia
(B=0.193, p=0.001). Based on these findings, it can
be concluded that self-compassion and alexithymia
positively and significantly mediate the effect of
object relations on fibromyalgia symptoms. Figure 1

illustrates the standardized parameters in the
structural model of the study.

As shown in the figure above, the total multiple
correlation squared (R?) for fibromyalgia symptoms
was 0.51. This indicates that object relations, self-
compassion, and alexithymia collectively explain
51% of the variance in fibromyalgia symptoms.
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Figure 1. Standardized Parameters in the Research Model

Conclusion

This study aimed to explore the impact of object
relations on fibromyalgia symptoms, with a focus on
how emotional dysregulation and self-compassion
mediate this relationship. The findings from
structural equation modeling showed that emotional
dysregulation plays a significant mediating role
between object relations and fibromyalgia symptoms.
Poor object relations, such as negative early
interactions with caregivers, contribute to emotional
regulation difficulties, which in turn exacerbate the
physical symptoms of fibromyalgia. This supports the
idea that psychological factors like emotional
dysregulation are integral to understanding
fibromyalgia.

The study aligns with existing literature that
highlights the relationship between psychological and
physical health in fibromyalgia patients. Research by
Smith (2007) and Sadiqg (2015) supports the view that
fibromyalgia is linked to psychological imbalances,
particularly in emotional processing. Studies such as
those by Vanmez et al. (2004) and Brostarvijo (2018)
also emphasize the role of emotional dysregulation in
fibromyalgia, reinforcing the current study’s
findings. Moreover, research by Doost-Mohammadi
et al. (2024) and Landa (2009) demonstrated that
emotional dysregulation can exacerbate
psychosomatic conditions like fibromyalgia, further
validating the role of emotional dysregulation as a
mediator.

The study also identified self-compassion as a
significant mediator in the relationship between
object relations and fibromyalgia symptoms. The
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findings are consistent with Montoro-Marin et al.
(2020), Brooks et al. (2022), and others, showing that
self-compassion  helps  reduce  fibromyalgia
symptoms by improving emotional regulation and
offering a positive coping mechanism. Self-
compassion allows individuals to manage emotional
distress, reduce self-criticism, and mitigate the
negative effects of emotional dysregulation, which
can otherwise heighten the perception of pain and
fatigue associated with fibromyalgia. Object relations
theory helps explain these findings by suggesting that
early interactions with caregivers shape an
individual’s ability to process emotions. When these
early relationships are unhealthy, individuals may
develop emotional dysregulation, which can manifest
as physical symptoms, such as pain and fatigue.
Fibromyalgia, which is often linked to chronic stress,
can be aggravated by emotional dysregulation. The
theory posits that unresolved emotional conflicts
from childhood can lead to difficulties in managing
emotions, which in turn increase susceptibility to
physical conditions like fibromyalgia.

Overall, the study underscores the importance of
emotional regulation and self-compassion in
managing fibromyalgia symptoms. It suggests that
improving self-compassion can help mitigate the
negative effects of poor object relations, thereby
reducing emotional and physical symptoms. The
findings highlight the potential for therapeutic
interventions that focus on emotional regulation, self-
compassion, and mindfulness to alleviate the burden
of fibromyalgia, emphasizing the importance of
psychological factors in managing chronic physical
health conditions.
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