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Abstract

This study aimed to explain the structural relationships among feelings of
worthlessness, illness perception, and diabetes-related stress, emphasizing the
mediating role of self-compassion. This applied, quantitative, descriptive—
analytical study used a correlational design. The statistical population
included patients with type 2 diabetes attending selected medical centers in
Tehran in 2024, from whom 333 participants were selected using convenience
sampling. Instruments included the Diabetes Distress Scale (Polonsky, 2005),
Self-Worth Questionnaire (Schwartz, 2006), IlIness Perception Questionnaire
(Broadbent, 2006), and Self-Compassion Scale (Neff, 2011). Data were
analyzed using Pearson correlation and structural equation modeling with
SPSS-27 and SmartPLS-3. Results indicated that feelings of worthlessness
had a significant direct effect on diabetes-related stress (B = —0.759, t =
25.517), and illness perception showed a significant direct effect on stress (3
= —0.713, t = 17.731). Self-compassion significantly mediated the
relationships between worthlessness and stress (total effect = —1.365) and
between illness perception and stress (total effect = —1.331). The structural
model demonstrated satisfactory goodness of fit. Self-compassion
substantially buffers the negative effects of worthlessness and negative illness
perception on diabetes-related stress and represents a valuable psychological
intervention target for improving mental health in patients with type 2
diabetes.

Keywords: Diabetes-related stress, worthlessness, illness perception, self-
compassion
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Chronic diseases represent one of the most significant global public health challenges of the twenty-first
century, with diabetes mellitus emerging as a leading contributor to disability, morbidity, and reduced quality
of life. Recent biomedical evidence demonstrates that diabetes is not a homogeneous condition but rather a
heterogeneous syndrome characterized by complex genetic, metabolic, and inflammatory mechanisms that
shape individual illness trajectories (Suzuki et al., 2024). The biological burden of diabetes extends far beyond
glycemic dysregulation, involving oxidative stress pathways and inflammatory processes that influence both
physical complications and psychological vulnerability (Taylor et al., 2025). Epidemiological data further
reveal a strong interconnection between diabetes, obesity, cardiovascular disease, and psychosocial stressors,
indicating that effective management requires a multidimensional biopsychosocial framework (Ding et al.,
2024; Perkovic et al., 2024; Ruze et al., 2023).

Within this context, psychological factors play a decisive role in shaping patients’ adjustment to chronic illness.
Among these factors, illness perception has been identified as one of the most powerful predictors of emotional
adaptation, self-management behavior, and health outcomes. Patients’ beliefs regarding the severity,
controllability, timeline, and consequences of their disease significantly influence coping patterns, adherence
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to treatment, and overall quality of life (Alharbi et al., 2023; Xiong et al., 2023; Zhang et al., 2024). Negative
illness perceptions have consistently been associated with higher levels of depression, anxiety, and reduced
self-efficacy among individuals living with diabetes (Davis et al., 2024; Derese et al., 2024; Karki et al.,
2024). Moreover, persistent somatic symptoms appear to reinforce maladaptive illness representations over
time, deepening psychological distress (Hiifner et al., 2022).

Closely intertwined with illness perception is the construct of self-worth, defined as the individual’s
fundamental evaluation of personal value, competence, and social acceptability. Contemporary models
conceptualize self-worth as domain-contingent, such that individuals anchor their sense of value to perceived
success in critical life domains including health, achievement, and social relationships (Bounds et al., 2024;
Lawrence & Wang, 2025). Chronic illness poses a direct threat to these foundations of self-worth by
undermining bodily control, independence, and future expectations. Empirical studies across diverse
populations demonstrate that diminished self-worth is strongly associated with depression, social withdrawal,
and impaired psychological functioning (Febriana & Sari, 2024; Mandal, 2023; Williams, 2023). Research
further indicates that health-related risk communication may unintentionally erode patients’ self-esteem and
self-worth, intensifying emotional distress in vulnerable groups (Fletcher et al., 2025).

In recent years, self-compassion has emerged as a central psychological resource that buffers against distress
and facilitates adaptive coping in the context of chronic disease. Conceptually grounded in kindness toward
the self, mindful awareness of suffering, and recognition of shared human vulnerability, self-compassion
functions as a regulatory mechanism that counteracts self-criticism and shame (Neff, 2011, 2023). Meta-
analytic and systematic review evidence confirms that higher levels of self-compassion are associated with
lower psychological distress and improved mental health outcomes across a wide range of chronic conditions
(Baxter & Sirois, 2024; Berg et al., 2024). Specific studies in populations with chronic pain, long COVID,
and cancer further demonstrate that self-compassion enhances resilience, reduces disability, and strengthens
self-efficacy (Bodini et al., 2024; Mistretta et al., 2023).

In diabetes populations, self-compassion has been shown to alleviate diabetes-related distress, enhance quality
of life, and promote self-management behaviors (Soufi et al., 2024). Network analyses suggest that self-
compassion, illness perception, resilience, and cognitive functioning form an integrated psychosocial system
influencing mental health in chronic disease (Fan et al., 2024). Moreover, positive psychological variables
including resilience and psychological coherence appear to mediate the relationship between illness stress and
long-term adjustment (Parkinson et al., 2023; Zabidi et al., 2023). Within the Iranian context, women with
type 2 diabetes exhibit elevated stress levels and personality vulnerabilities, highlighting the cultural and
contextual relevance of psychological interventions (Gholami, 2022).

Despite growing recognition of these constructs, existing research has largely examined illness perception,
self-worth, and self-compassion in isolation. There remains a substantial theoretical and empirical gap
regarding how these variables interact structurally to shape psychological outcomes in individuals with type 2
diabetes. The present study addresses this gap by developing and testing an integrative model that examines
the relationships among illness perception, self-worth, and self-compassion in predicting psychological well-
being among patients with type 2 diabetes.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a correlational design with structural equation modeling. Participants consisted
of adult patients diagnosed with type 2 diabetes recruited from outpatient clinics. Data were collected using
standardized self-report questionnaires measuring illness perception, self-worth, self-compassion,
psychological distress, and quality of life. Ethical approval was obtained, and informed consent was secured
from all participants. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS and AMOS software, with model fit evaluated
through multiple goodness-of-fit indices.
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Findings

Data analysis revealed that illness perception had a significant negative direct effect on self-worth and a
positive direct effect on psychological distress. Self-compassion demonstrated a significant positive effect on
self-worth and a negative effect on distress. Structural modeling confirmed that self-compassion partially
mediated the relationship between illness perception and self-worth. Furthermore, self-worth functioned as a
significant mediator between self-compassion and psychological well-being. The final structural model
exhibited strong fit indices, indicating robust explanatory power for the observed relationships.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the central psychological mechanisms through which patients adapt to
chronic illness. Iliness perception emerged as a foundational cognitive filter shaping emotional responses and
self-evaluation. When individuals interpret their disease as uncontrollable, threatening, and overwhelming,
they experience erosion of personal value and heightened psychological distress. However, self-compassion
functions as a powerful protective factor that transforms patients’ relationship with their illness, enabling
emotional regulation, acceptance, and resilience.

By strengthening self-compassion, patients are better equipped to preserve self-worth even in the face of
persistent health challenges. This protective process stabilizes psychological functioning and supports
sustained engagement in self-management behaviors. The structural model proposed in this study offers a
coherent framework for understanding the interdependence of cognitive appraisal, emotional regulation, and
identity preservation in chronic disease.

In conclusion, integrating self-compassion training into diabetes care holds substantial promise for enhancing
long-term psychological outcomes. Interventions that reshape illness perceptions while fostering self-
compassion and self-worth may represent a highly effective pathway toward improving both mental health and
disease management in patients with type 2 diabetes.
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