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Abstract

The present study aimed to investigate the role of social comparison in self-esteem
among adolescents with idiopathic generalized epilepsy with an emphasis on the
mediating role of mentalization. This study employed a descriptive-correlational
design using structural equation modeling. The statistical population consisted of
adolescents aged 12 to 18 years diagnosed with idiopathic generalized epilepsy who
were referred to specialized epilepsy centers in Shiraz, Iran. A total of 351
participants were selected through purposive sampling. Research instruments
included the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, the Social Comparison Orientation Scale,
and the Reflective Function Questionnaire. Data were analyzed using SPSS-27 and
LISREL-8.8 software. Confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to evaluate the
measurement model, and structural equation modeling was used to test the proposed
hypotheses. The findings indicated that the structural model demonstrated acceptable
fit indices. Social comparison had a significant direct effect on mentalization (3=0.72,
t=5.12). Mentalization also showed a strong direct effect on self-esteem (=0.83,
t=7.38). In addition, the direct effect of social comparison on self-esteem was
significant (f=0.35, t=2.27). Furthermore, Sobel test results confirmed the significant
mediating role of mentalization in the relationship between social comparison and
self-esteem (Z=4.23). The VAF value indicated partial mediation, suggesting that a
substantial proportion of the effect of social comparison on self-esteem was
transmitted through mentalization. The results demonstrated that mentalization plays
a central role in explaining self-esteem among adolescents with idiopathic
generalized epilepsy and can moderate the psychological impact of social
comparison. Therefore, strengthening mentalization abilities may serve as an
important target for psychological interventions aimed at improving mental health
and self-esteem among adolescents with epilepsy.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Adolescence is one of the most critical developmental stages in the human lifespan because it involves rapid
biological, cognitive, emotional, and social transformations that significantly influence identity formation,
self-evaluation, and psychological adjustment (Allen, 2025; Chaku & Davis-Kean, 2024). During this
developmental period, self-esteem emerges as a central psychological construct that affects emotional stability,
interpersonal relationships, social adaptation, and overall well-being (Mruk, 2023; Yang et al., 2025).
Adolescents with high self-esteem are generally more resilient in coping with stressors, show greater academic
and social engagement, and demonstrate better psychological adjustment (Amiri et al., 2024; Dehestani et
al., 2024). Conversely, low self-esteem is associated with emotional distress, anxiety, depression, social
withdrawal, and vulnerability to psychosocial harms (Ghaffari et al., 2025; Rezapour Hadashi et al., 2025).
Among adolescents with chronic medical conditions, self-esteem becomes even more important because
illness-related challenges may negatively influence self-concept and social identity (Leon et al., 2024;
Schlegel et al., 2023). Epilepsy, particularly idiopathic generalized epilepsy, is one of the most prevalent
chronic neurological disorders among adolescents and is frequently accompanied by psychosocial difficulties
that extend beyond the medical manifestations of the disease (Han et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2025).
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Adolescents with epilepsy often experience stigmatization, social exclusion, uncertainty regarding seizures,
and limitations in participation in peer activities, all of which may undermine their sense of competence and
self-worth (Atan et al., 2024; Oruc & Atan, 2025). Previous studies have shown that seizure frequency,
perceived stigma, illness attitudes, and psychosocial stressors are significantly associated with lower self-
esteem among individuals with epilepsy (Bahcebasi & Ozer, 2024; Motioleslam et al., 2024). In addition,
the social nature of adolescence intensifies the role of social comparison processes. Adolescents frequently
evaluate themselves through comparisons with peers in domains such as physical appearance, competence,
popularity, and social acceptance (Nesi & Prinstein, 2024; Sharma & Gupta, 2023). Social comparison can
either enhance or damage self-esteem depending on how adolescents interpret and process these experiences
(Ismailova et al., 2025; Rushina & Orlova, 2025). For adolescents with epilepsy, perceived differences from
peers may intensify maladaptive comparisons and contribute to feelings of inadequacy and inferiority.
However, the psychological impact of social comparison may depend on cognitive-emotional capacities such
as mentalization. Mentalization refers to the ability to understand and interpret one’s own mental states and
those of others, including emotions, intentions, beliefs, and desires (Ershadi Manesh & Moklaei, 2024;
Sohrabi & Kazemi, 2024). This ability is considered a fundamental mechanism underlying emotional
regulation, interpersonal understanding, and psychological resilience. Adolescents with stronger mentalization
abilities are better able to process social experiences, regulate emotional reactions, and maintain stable self-
esteem even under stressful conditions (Chatterjee et al., 2025; Wang et al., 2023). Research has increasingly
emphasized the mediating role of mentalization in the relationship between social experiences and
psychological outcomes (Sharifi & Naderi, 2024; Sohrabi & Kazemi, 2024). Nevertheless, despite growing
attention to self-esteem and psychosocial functioning among adolescents with epilepsy, limited research has
examined the simultaneous relationships among social comparison, mentalization, and self-esteem within a
structural model. Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the structural model of self-esteem based
on social comparison with the mediating role of mentalization among adolescents with idiopathic generalized
epilepsy.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quantitative correlational design using structural equation modeling. The
statistical population consisted of adolescents aged 12 to 18 years diagnosed with idiopathic generalized
epilepsy who were referred to specialized epilepsy clinics and treatment centers in Shiraz, Iran. Participants
were selected through purposive sampling due to the clinical characteristics and limited accessibility of the
target population. Inclusion criteria included confirmed diagnosis of idiopathic generalized epilepsy by a
neurologist, age between 12 and 18 years, absence of severe psychiatric disorders, and informed consent from
both adolescents and their parents. Incomplete questionnaires constituted the exclusion criterion. After data
screening and elimination of incomplete responses, 351 valid questionnaires were included in the final
analysis.

Data were collected using three standardized instruments. Self-esteem was measured using the Rosenberg Self-
Esteem Scale, which consists of 10 items assessing positive and negative self-evaluations. Social comparison
was assessed using the Social Comparison Orientation Scale developed to evaluate adolescents’ tendencies to
compare themselves with others in ability and opinion domains. Mentalization was measured using the
Reflective Function Questionnaire, which assesses individuals’ capacity to understand and interpret mental
states. All instruments demonstrated acceptable psychometric properties and internal consistency within the
study sample.

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS-27 and LISREL-8.8 software. Descriptive statistics including means,
standard deviations, skewness, and kurtosis were first examined. Subsequently, confirmatory factor analysis
was performed to assess the validity and reliability of the measurement models. Structural equation modeling
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was then employed to test the hypothesized relationships among variables and evaluate direct and indirect
effects. Model fit was assessed using indices such as y*/df, CFI, GFI, AGFI, SRMR, and RMSEA.

Findings

The descriptive findings indicated that the participants demonstrated moderate levels of self-esteem and social
comparison, while mentalization obtained the highest mean score among the study variables. The distribution
of data was approximately normal, as skewness and kurtosis values were within acceptable ranges.

The results of confirmatory factor analysis showed that all measurement models had acceptable psychometric
properties. Factor loadings for self-esteem ranged from 0.43 to 0.73, for social comparison from 0.49 to 0.64,
and for mentalization from 0.44 to 0.74. All factor loadings were statistically significant, and composite
reliability and average variance extracted values confirmed the convergent validity and reliability of the
constructs.

The structural model demonstrated good fit with the empirical data. The ratio of chi-square to degrees of
freedom was 2.81, RMSEA was 0.074, and SRMR was 0.062, all indicating acceptable model fit. Comparative
fit indices including CFI, IFI, and NFI were above 0.90, confirming the adequacy of the proposed model.
Path analysis results revealed that social comparison had a positive and significant direct effect on
mentalization (f = 0.72, t = 5.12). Mentalization also had a strong positive direct effect on self-esteem (f =
0.83, t = 7.38). Furthermore, social comparison exerted a significant direct effect on self-esteem (f = 0.35,t=
2.27). The indirect effect of social comparison on self-esteem through mentalization was significant (f = 0.60),
and Sobel test results confirmed the mediating role of mentalization (Z = 4.23). The VAF value indicated
partial mediation, suggesting that a substantial portion of the effect of social comparison on self-esteem was
transmitted through mentalization processes.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that social comparison and mentalization play significant roles
in explaining self-esteem among adolescents with idiopathic generalized epilepsy. The strong direct effect of
mentalization on self-esteem indicates that the ability to understand and interpret mental states is one of the
most influential psychological capacities associated with positive self-evaluation in adolescents with epilepsy.
Adolescents who possess stronger mentalization skills appear better able to regulate emotions, process illness-
related experiences, and maintain psychological stability despite social and medical challenges.

The results also showed that social comparison had both direct and indirect effects on self-esteem. This finding
suggests that adolescents with epilepsy continuously evaluate themselves in relation to peers and social
expectations, and these comparisons influence their self-worth. However, the stronger indirect effect through
mentalization indicates that the impact of social comparison depends largely on how adolescents cognitively
and emotionally interpret these experiences. Adolescents with higher mentalization abilities may process social
comparisons in a more adaptive and less threatening manner, thereby preserving their self-esteem even when
facing stigma or perceived differences from peers.

The findings further emphasize the importance of considering psychosocial and cognitive-emotional processes
together when examining adjustment among adolescents with chronic illnesses. Self-esteem in adolescents
with epilepsy cannot be understood solely in terms of medical symptoms or disease severity. Rather,
psychological resilience, interpersonal interpretation, and emotional understanding appear to shape how
adolescents experience and respond to social interactions and illness-related challenges.

Overall, the study highlights the central role of mentalization as a protective psychological mechanism that
mediates the relationship between social experiences and self-esteem in adolescents with idiopathic
generalized epilepsy. These findings suggest that interventions aimed at strengthening mentalization abilities
and improving adaptive processing of social comparison experiences may contribute substantially to enhancing
psychological well-being and self-esteem among adolescents living with epilepsy.
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