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Abstract
Purpose: The present study aimed to predict depression among university students based on
self-compassion and integrative self-knowledge, with physical activity as a mediating variable.
Methods: In terms of purpose, this study was applied, and in terms of methodology it employed a
descriptive correlational design. The statistical population consisted of all students of the University
of Sistan and Baluchestan. From this population, 243 students were selected using a convenience
sampling method. The research instruments included the Beck Depression Inventory (1961), the
Self-Compassion Scale developed by Raes et al. (2011), the Integrative Self-Knowledge Scale
developed by Ghorbani et al. (2003), and the Health-Promoting Lifestyle Profile developed by Walker
et al. (1987). Data were analyzed using structural equation modeling (SEM).
Results: The results indicated that depression among students could be predicted based on
self-compassion through the mediating role of physical activity (p=—0.241, P<0.001). Furthermore,
depression was predicted based on integrative self-knowledge through the mediating role of physical
activity (B=—0.183, P<0.001).
Conclusion: Overall, the findings suggest that self-compassion and integrative self-knowledge play
important roles in predicting lower levels of depression among students, both directly and indirectly
through increased engagement in physical activity. Therefore, strengthening these factors may serve
as an effective strategy for improving students’ mental health.
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Extended Abstract
Background and Purpose

The process of identity formation in youth
heightens their sensitivity to emotional and
interpersonal cues, which can increase
vulnerability to anxiety and depression. At the
same time, as young people establish and
maintain  increasingly = complex  social
relationships—including romantic
relationships and peer interactions within the
university environment—the development of
the self and identity becomes crucial. Within
these relational contexts, concerns about
social comparison and impression
management may lead adolescents and young
adults to experience internalizing symptoms,
often manifested as distress, tension, and
psychological suffering. The convergence of
these symptoms may result in psychological
disorders such as depression and anxiety.
Depression is among the most prevalent
mental disorders among university students
and can significantly affect their academic
performance and overall quality of life.
Therefore, identifying factors that contribute
to the prevention and reduction of depression
in this population is of particular importance
for maintaining mental health and enhancing
student well-being.

Integrative self-knowledge refers to a deep and
coherent understanding of the self that can
promote psychological stability and reduce
stress. Among university students, this form of
self-understanding plays a significant role in
alleviating  depressive  symptoms  and
improving mental health. Research suggests
that integrative self-knowledge, as a process
enabling individuals to understand the various
dimensions of their personality in a coherent
and unified manner, plays an important role in
emotion regulation and psychological well-
being.

Self-compassion, as a psychological construct
associated with adaptive coping with failures,
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mistakes, and negative emotional experiences,
has recently been recognized as an important
protective factor in reducing depressive
symptoms, particularly among university
populations.  Studies have shown that
individuals with depression, compared with
non-depressed individuals, often display more
negative self-evaluations, excessive self-
blame and self-criticism, and lower levels of
self-compassion.

Evidence also indicates that regular physical
activity, as an effective lifestyle intervention,
plays a significant role in reducing depressive
symptoms and can particularly enhance mood
and  psychological  well-being  among
university students. Physical activity, as a
health-promoting lifestyle behavior,
represents an important and influential
resource  for  physical, psychological,
cognitive, and social health; therefore, regular
participation in physical activity is essential
for overall well-being. Furthermore, research
suggests that integrative self-knowledge and
self-compassion  are  personality-related
characteristics  that facilitate  adaptive
coping—such as engagement in physical
activity—in the perception of stress and in
response to stressful events. Through
mechanisms  such as  self-regulation,
psychological flexibility, active engagement
with stimuli, and effective coping rather than
avoidance, these characteristics promote
healthier behavioral responses.

Depression, as one of the most common mood
disorders in university settings, poses serious
challenges not only to students’ mental health
but also to their academic performance and
quality of life. This underscores the
importance of identifying its predictive factors
and underlying mechanisms.  Although
research has emphasized the protective role of
intrapersonal  constructs such as self-
compassion (as a capacity for adaptive
emotion regulation) and integrative self-
knowledge (as the ability to integrate self-
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related experiences) in the development of
depressive symptoms, the manner in which
these internal capacities translate into health-
promoting  behaviors  requires  further
investigation. In this regard, physical
activity—as a key behavioral variable—may
function as a mediating mechanism through
which these psychological capacities exert
their effects on reducing depression.
Specifically, deficits in integrative self-
awareness and a harsh, self-critical stance
toward oneself may reduce motivation for
engaging in physical activity, thereby
increasing vulnerability to depression.
Accordingly, the central research question of
the present study was whether depression
among university students can be predicted
based on self-compassion and integrative self-
knowledge, with physical activity serving as a
mediating variable.

Materials and Methods

The present study was applied in terms of its
objective and descriptive—correlational in
terms of methodology. The statistical
population consisted of all students at the
University of Sistan and Baluchestan. From
this population, 243 students were selected
using a convenience sampling method. The
research instruments included the Beck
Depression Inventory (1961), the Self-
Compassion Scale developed by Raes et al.
(2011), the Integrative Self-Knowledge Scale
developed by Ghorbani et al. (2003), and the
Health-Promoting Lifestyle Profile developed
by Walker et al. (1987).

After the research topic was approved and the
necessary permissions were obtained from the
university’s research authorities and relevant
administrative bodies, the researcher began
the data collection process by visiting different
faculties of the University of Sistan and
Baluchestan and coordinating with the
relevant officials. Initially, the purpose of the
study, the confidentiality of the information,
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and the procedure for completing the
questionnaires were explained to the students,
and informed consent was obtained from all
participants. Participants were assured that
their responses would be used solely for
research purposes and would remain
completely confidential. Data analysis was
conducted using structural equation modeling
(SEM).

Results

Among the participants, 36 individuals
(14.8%) were aged 18-20 years, 47 (19.3%)
were aged 21-23 years, 46 (18.9%) were aged
24-26 years, 43 (17.7%) were aged 27-29
years, and 71 (29.2%) were aged 30—32 years.
In terms of gender distribution, 185
participants (76.1%) were female and 58
(23.9%) were male. Regarding marital status,
30 participants (12.3%) were married, 189
(77.8%) were single, and 24 (9.9%) were
divorced.

The results indicated that depression among
students was significantly predicted by self-
compassion (p=—0.418, p<0.001). Depression
was also significantly predicted by integrative
self-knowledge (B=—0.489, p<0.001) and by
physical activity (p=—0.538, p<0.001).
Furthermore, depression was predicted by
self-compassion through the mediating role of
physical activity (B=-0.241, p<0.001).
Similarly, depression was predicted by
integrative  self-knowledge through the
mediating role of physical activity (3=—0.183,
p< 0.001).

Conclusion

The present study aimed to predict depression
among university students based on self-
compassion and integrative self-knowledge,
with physical activity as a mediating variable.
The findings indicated that both self-
compassion and integrative self-knowledge
play significant roles in predicting lower levels
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of depression among students, both directly
and indirectly through increased engagement
in physical activity.

Self-compassion can be defined as a kind, non-
judgmental attitude toward oneself when
facing suffering and failure. Individuals with
higher levels of self-compassion tend to treat
themselves with the same understanding and
care they would offer to a close friend,
recognizing that suffering is an inevitable part
of the human experience. This perspective is
strongly associated with lower levels of stress,
anxiety, and depression and plays an important
role in emotion regulation and the reduction of
psychological vulnerability. Because
depression is often accompanied by negative
thoughts and feelings of worthlessness,
cultivating self-compassion can help alleviate
the intensity of these symptoms. Individuals
with greater self-compassion are less likely to
engage in self-blame during difficult
situations, which may serve as a protective
factor against depression. In addition, physical
activity has been identified as a vital factor in
promoting mental health; individuals with
higher levels of self-compassion may be more
motivated to care for themselves and are
therefore more likely to participate in regular
physical activity. Self-compassion can reshape
an individual’s perception of exercise,
encouraging them to view physical activity as
a means of enhancing psychological well-
being.

On the other hand, integrative self-knowledge
refers to the capacity to recognize, understand,
and accept the various aspects of one’s
existence in a coherent and meaningful
manner. Individuals with higher levels of
integrative self-knowledge generally
demonstrate greater ability in emotion
regulation and adaptive decision-making and
are less likely to experience unresolved
internal conflicts. Due to their more positive
relationship with themselves, these individuals
tend to be less susceptible to depression, as
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they possess a stronger sense of meaning and
internal coherence. Physical activity functions
as a mediating variable in this relationship;
individuals with higher levels of integrative
self-knowledge often adopt more positive
attitudes toward self-care and consequently
show greater willingness to engage in physical
activities. Such activities not only improve
mood but can also reduce anxiety and
depressive symptoms. In essence, integrative
self-knowledge may help individuals manage
psychological barriers more effectively and
strengthen intrinsic motivation for healthy
behaviors, including exercise. Therefore, this
form of self-awareness can play a key role in
maintaining  health-oriented  behaviors—
particularly regular physical activity—and
ultimately contribute to reducing depressive
symptoms and improving overall quality of
life.
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