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Background: Bullying, as one of the most significant psychological-social problems in educational
settings, has extensive negative consequences for students’ and adolescents’ mental, social, and academic
well-being. Therefore, identifying individual and psychological factors associated with bullying is
considered a fundamental priority in educational and psychological research.

Aims: The aim of the present study was to test the structural model of moral intelligence and self-compassion
with bullying with the mediating role of emotional self-control.

Methods: This research employed a descriptive—correlational design using structural equation modeling.
The statistical population consisted of all female students in the first cycle of secondary education in the city
of Qom. The participants included 323 students who were selected through multistage cluster sampling and
completed the Bullying Scale (Espelage & Holt, 2001), the Moral Intelligence Scale (Lennick & Kiel, 2005),
the Self-Control Scale (Tangney et al., 2004), and the Self-Compassion Questionnaire (Neff, 2003). Data
were analyzed using Pearson correlation coefficients and structural equation modeling in SPSS version 27
and AMOS version 24.

Results: The findings showed that moral intelligence (=-0.35, p<0.01), self-compassion (f=-0.57, p<0.01)
and emotional self-control (B=-0.47, p<0.01) had a negative structural effect on bullying. Moral intelligence
(B=-0.42, p<0.01) and self-compassion (f=-0.83, p<0.01) had a positive structural effect on emotional self-
control. The mediating role of emotional self-control in the relationship between moral intelligence (B=-
0.20, p<0.01) and self-compassion (f=-0.39, p<0.01) was significant.

Conclusion: The present study, by examining the mediating role of emotional self-control, demonstrated
that moral intelligence and self-compassion are associated with a reduction in bullying both directly and
indirectly (through the enhancement of emotional self-control) among students. The findings emphasize that
strengthening these psychological characteristics can contribute to the improvement of emotional regulation
and serve as an effective strategy for preventing bullying behaviors.

Citation: Biabani, M., & Talepasand, S. (2026). Structural relationships of moral intelligence and self-compassion with bullying: The mediating
role of emotional self-control. Journal of Psychological Science, 25(164), 1-23. 10.66224/jps.25.164.14

Journal of Psychological Science, Vol. 25, No. 164, 2026
© The Author(s). DOI: 10.66224/jps.25.164.14

@o¢ee

X Corresponding Author: Siavash Talepasand. Professor, Department of Educational Psychology, Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences,
Semnan University, Semnan, Iran.
E-mail: stalepasand@semnan.ac.ir, Tel: (+98)912 604 0690



http://dx.doi.org/10.66224/jps.25.164.14
http://dx.doi.org/10.66224/jps.25.164.14
https://orcid.org/0009-0000-3972-2041
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7534-5711

Journal of

Extended Abstract

Introduction

School is a primary context for socialization and
plays a significant role in the development of
children’s and adolescents’ emotional, social, and
moral competencies (Khedmati, 2019). Nevertheless,
bullying has been identified as a widespread
challenge within educational systems worldwide and
in Iran (Babaei et al., 2020; Rahmati et al., 2021).
Bullying is defined as a repetitive, aggressive
behavior characterized by a power imbalance and
aimed at harming, humiliating, or socially excluding
others, manifesting in physical, verbal, relational, and
cyber forms (Thornberg, 2023; Yusop et al., 2023;
Abdolmohammadi & Mohammadzadeh, 2023).
Research  indicates that  bullying  affects
approximately 30% of adolescents and is associated
with long-lasting negative consequences for mental
health, academic performance, and interpersonal
relationships among victims, perpetrators, and
bystanders, often extending into adulthood
(Vaillancourt et al., 2023; Newman et al., 2023; Darzi
et al., 2021; Dehghani & Khoramaei, 2021; Selig et
al., 2023).

Among protective factors related to bullying, self-
compassion and moral intelligence have received
substantial theoretical and empirical support. Self-
compassion is a multidimensional construct
encompassing self-kindness, common humanity, and
mindfulness, enabling individuals to respond
adaptively to personal failures and shortcomings
(Neff, 2003). Empirical findings suggest that self-
compassion reduces self-criticism and enhances
emotional flexibility, which in turn is associated with
lower levels of aggressive behaviors such as bullying
(Neff, 2011; Ganayur, 2016). Moral intelligence,
defined as the ability to distinguish right from wrong
and to act in accordance with ethical principles,
strengthens responsibility, compassion, and self-
restraint, thereby inhibiting cognitive distortions that
justify bullying behaviors (Bandura, 2016; Kokkinos

Vol. 25, No. 164, 2026

& Kipritsi, 2018). Previous studies have consistently
demonstrated that higher moral intelligence is
associated with reduced bullying and increased
prosocial behavior (Gini et al., 2014; Zych et al.,
2017; Shahbazian Khonigq et al., 2018).

Despite evidence supporting the direct effects of self-
compassion and moral intelligence on bullying,
theoretical and empirical research suggests that
emotional self-control may serve as a critical
mediating mechanism in these relationships.
Emotional self-control refers to the ability to initiate,
modulate, and regulate emotional responses in
demanding situations (Pérez, 2021; Li et al., 2023).
Individuals with low emotional self-control are more
likely to experience impulsive negative emotions,
such as anger, which are strongly linked to bullying
behaviors (Choi et al., 2015; Pourtaleb & Badri-
Gargari, 2024). Evidence further indicates that self-
compassion enhances emotional self-regulation by
reducing rumination and strengthening mindfulness
and self-kindness (Leary et al., 2007; Mesbahi et al.,
2019; Asghari et al., 2021), while moral intelligence
facilitates emotional  restraint  through the
reinforcement of moral filters, responsibility, and
self-control (Bao et al., 2015; Baiakara et al., 2015;
Hirtenlehner & Leitgdb, 2021; Gholipour et al.,
2022). However, prior studies have predominantly
examined these constructs in isolation, and integrated
structural models—particularly within the Iranian
cultural context—remain limited (Hardy et al., 2015).
Accordingly, the present study aims to investigate the
mediating role of emotional self-control in the
structural relationships between moral intelligence,
self-compassion, and bullying.

Method

The present study employed a descriptive-
correlational research design. The statistical
population consisted of all female students enrolled in
the first cycle of secondary education in Qom, Iran,
during the 2024-2025 academic year (N = 18,754).
Sample size was determined based on Kline’s (2023)
recommendation of selecting between five to ten
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participants per estimated model parameter. Given
the 52 parameters specified in the proposed model, a
sample of 323 students was deemed adequate. Cluster
random sampling was applied: first, District 2 of
Qom’s Department of Education was randomly
selected; subsequently, seven girls’ middle schools
were randomly chosen, and from each school, one
class from grades seven, eight, and nine was
randomly selected (21 classes in total). Inclusion
criteria comprised enrollment in the selected classes
and provision of informed consent, while exclusion
criteria included unwillingness to participate,
absenteeism during data collection, incomplete or
unreliable responses, and any condition that could
compromise data validity.

Data were collected using the Illinois Bullying Scale
(Espelage & Holt), the Moral Intelligence
Questionnaire (Lennick & Kiel, 2005), the Self-
Compassion Scale (Neff, 2003), and the Self-Control
Scale (Tangney et al., 2004), all of which
demonstrated satisfactory psychometric properties in
previous studies and in the current sample. Following
approval from the Qom Department of Education,
questionnaires were administered in group settings
during class time, with assurances of confidentiality
and voluntary participation; the average completion
time was approximately 25 minutes. Data collection
occurred over an 85-day period. Statistical analyses
were conducted using SPSS version 27 and AMOS
version 24, employing structural equation modeling
to test the proposed hypotheses and bootstrapping
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procedures to assess the significance of mediating
effects.

Results

Demographic findings indicated that among the 323
female middle school students, 103 (31.9%) were in
seventh grade, 87 (26.9%) in eighth grade, and 133
(41.2%) in ninth grade. Pearson correlation analyses
revealed significant negative associations between
bullying and moral intelligence (r = —0.63, p < .01),
self-compassion (r = —0.70, p < .01), and emotional
self-control (r = —0.51, p < .01), while moral
intelligence (r = 0.54, p < .01) and self-compassion (r
= 0.74, p < .01) showed significant positive
relationships  with emotional self-control.
Examination of statistical assumptions confirmed the
absence of missing data, acceptable normality of
variable distributions based on the Kolmogorov—
Smirnov test and skewness and kurtosis indices, and
no evidence of multicollinearity, as indicated by
satisfactory tolerance values and variance inflation
factors. Structural equation modeling results
demonstrated that the initial model did not exhibit
adequate fit; however, after applying modification
indices and allowing correlations between selected
components of moral intelligence and self-
compassion, the revised model achieved good fit
according to Hu and Bentler’s (1999) criteria, with
significant direct path coefficients observed among
the study variables.

Table 1. Standardized and Unstandardized Direct Path Coefficients of the Research Model

Path Unstandardized

Standardized

Critical Ratio (CR) p-value  Hypothesis

Coefficient (B)  Coefficient (B)
Self-Compassion — Bullying —0.66 —0.57 —8.12 <.001 Supported
Moral Intelligence — Bullying —0.43 -0.35 —4.26 <.001 Supported
Emotional Self-Control — Bullying -0.71 —0.47 —6.05 <.001 Supported
Self-Compassion — Emotional Self-Control 0.95 0.83 11.60 <.001 Supported
Moral Intelligence — Emotional Self-Control 0.59 0.42 5.20 <.001 Supported

Table 1 presents the standardized and unstandardized
path coefficients of the direct effects in the proposed
model. As shown in the table, all direct paths among
the study variables were statistically significant at the

.01 level. Specifically, self-compassion (f =—0.57, p
<.001), moral intelligence (B = —0.35, p <.001), and
emotional self-control (B = —0.47, p < .001) exerted
significant negative direct effects on bullying. In
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contrast, self-compassion (B = 0.83, p < .001) and
moral intelligence (B = 0.42, p <.001) demonstrated
significant positive direct effects on emotional self-
control. To examine the significance of the mediating
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role of emotional self-control in the relationships
between self-compassion and moral intelligence with
bullying, a bootstrapping procedure with 1,000
resamples was employed. The results of the bootstrap
analysis are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Bootstrap Results for Indirect Effects of the Research Model

Indirect Effect  95% CI Lower 95% CI Upper p-value

Exogenous Variable Mediator Qutcome Variable
Moral Intelligence Emotional Self-Control Bullying
Self-Compassion Emotional Self-Control Bullying

—0.20 —0.26 —0.18 .002

—0.39 —0.41 —0.33 <.001

As indicated in Table 2, the indirect effects were
statistically significant, as the 95% confidence
intervals did not include zero. These findings
confirm that moral intelligence and self-
compassion exert significant indirect effects on
bullying through the mediating role of emotional
self-control, thereby supporting the hypothesized
mediation model.

Conclusion

The findings indicated that the proposed structural
model of bullying based on moral intelligence and
self-compassion, mediated by emotional self-control,
demonstrated an adequate model fit. The results of the
direct paths showed that moral intelligence, self-
compassion, and emotional self-control exerted
significant negative effects on bullying, consistent
with previous research (Zych et al., 2017; Shahbazian
Khoniq et al., 2018; Shahin et al., 2022; Ganayur,
2016; Yan et al., 2022; Choi et al., 2015). Moral
intelligence, through components such as integrity,
responsibility, empathy, forgiveness, and
compassion, enhances students’ moral sensitivity
toward the consequences of their behaviors and
reduces engagement in coercive and rights-violating
behaviors (Lennick & Kiel, 2011). Moreover, self-
compassion, by reducing self-criticism and activating
neurobiological systems associated with calmness
and positive affect, is inherently incompatible with

aggressive and bullying behaviors (Depue &
Morrone-Strupinsky, 2005; Kirby & Gilbert, 2019;
Safapour et al., 2021).

The results further revealed that emotional self-
control had a significant negative direct effect on
bullying and showed significant positive associations
with moral intelligence and self-compassion, in line
with prior studies (Nisa et al., 2022; Pourtaleb &
Badri-Gargari, 2024; Mesbahi et al., 2019; Asghari et
al., 2021). Deficits in emotional awareness and
regulation may lead individuals to adopt maladaptive
strategies, such as bullying, to cope with negative
emotions (Kimheyi et al., 2012). In contrast, self-
compassion enhances emotional balance and self-
regulation, while moral intelligence strengthens
ethical filters and self-restraint, thereby promoting
emotional self-control (Baiakara et al., 2015;
Hirtenlehner & Leitgob, 2021; Tangney et al., 2018).
Bootstrap analyses confirmed that moral intelligence
and self-compassion exert significant indirect effects
on bullying through emotional self-control,
highlighting its central mediating role.

Overall, the final model suggests that moral
intelligence and self-compassion reduce bullying
behaviors among students through the enhancement
of emotional self-control, which inhibits the
transformation of negative emotions such as anger
and irritability into retaliatory behaviors (Gottfredson
& Hirschi, 1990; Moon & Alarid, 2015). Practically,
school-based interventions focusing on moral
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education, the reduction of self-criticism, and the
development of emotional self-regulation skills may
serve as effective strategies for bullying prevention.
Nevertheless, the restriction of the sample to female
adolescents in Qom, the cross-sectional design, and
reliance on self-report measures limit causal
inference and generalizability. Future research is
recommended to test this model across diverse
populations using longitudinal designs and multi-
method approaches.
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1. Moral Competency Inventory (MCI)
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1, Self-Control Scale
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