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Background: Anger rumination affects adolescents’ mental health and seriously damages their 
functions in interpersonal and communication situations and their social adjustment function in 
various family, academic and occupational situations. 
Objectives: The current study aimed to investigate the relation of anger rumination and self-
criticism with social maladjustment with the mediating role of psychological flexibility in 
adolescent boys and girls in Ahvaz (Iran).
Materials & Methods: This descriptive cross-sectional study was conducted using Structural 
Equation Modeling (SEM). The statistical population was all secondary school students of Ahvaz 
in the 2020-21 academic year. The 848 participants (443 girls and 405 boys) aged between 16 
and 18 years old, were selected using multistage cluster sampling. The research instruments 
included the Anger Rumination Scale, Levels of Self-Criticism Scale, Acceptance and Action 
Questionnaire–II, and Social Development Scale. Multigroup SEM was used to compare the 
proposed model between the girls and the boys.
Results: There was a significant direct relationship between anger rumination, self-criticism, 
psychological flexibility, and social maladjustment (P<0.001). The findings suggested that 
psychological flexibility played a mediating role in the relationships of anger rumination and 
self-criticism with social maladjustment (P<0.01). In addition, there was a significant direct 
relationship between anger rumination and self-criticism to social maladjustment in boys, while 
this relationship was not significant in girls.
Conclusion: The results suggested the desirable goodness of fit of the final model. Therefore, 
it is suggested to consider the roles of anger rumination, self-criticism, and psychological 
flexibility in predicting social maladjustment in students while regarding their gender differences 
in developing and implementing educational programs.
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1. Introduction

he capacity to adjust plays a crucial role 
in human mental and physical health. 
Adjustment is defined as an individual’s 
effort to cope with and survive in the so-
cial and physical environment [1]. As 

social creatures, humans have always sought to learn 
skills to communicate with others in order to adjust to 
the environment. Adjustment is an intrinsic psychologi-
cal tendency to cope with life challenges and a dynamic 
movement that deals with a person’s response to the 
environment and the changes occurring in it [2]. Social 
adjustment is an effective and efficient human behavior 
in adapting to the physical and mental environment. The 
mainstay of social adjustment is to create a balance be-
tween one’s wishes and the criticisms of society which 
can affect all dimensions of a person’s life [3].

Social adjustment plays an important role in the qual-
ity of students’ academic performance and achievements 
[4]. There is a significant positive relationship between 
social adjustment and academic performance of students 
[5]. According to developmental psychologists, social 
development affects not only adjustment with those the 
person is in contact with, but also their occupational and 
academic success. One of the objectives of education is 
to provide suitable conditions for achieving the highest 
level of academic achievement. Therefore, if students 
lack a desirable social status among their classmates, 
their academic achievement and knowledge acquisition 
will be disrupted [6]. Consequently, knowledge of the 
various components related to social adjustment and the 
way they exert their influence is one of the most impor-
tant issues in psychology. 

One of the variables affecting social maladjustment is 
anger rumination [7]. Anger is an important and effec-
tive emotion in people’s lives. It is caused by a person’s 
reaction to others’ inappropriate behaviors [8, 9]. As a 
type of obsessive rumination, anger rumination ex-
presses thoughts that tend to be repetitive and focus on 
anger and, even in the absence of immediate and nec-
essary environmental stimuli, reappear involuntarily. 
Even if they are internal, these repetitive thoughts still 
increase hostility in people and seriously damage their 
function in interpersonal and communication situations 
and their social adjustment function in different family, 
academic and occupational situations [10]. Continuous 
anger rumination deprives the individual of the oppor-
tunity to use social support, problem-solving skills, self-
relaxation techniques, skills to maintain internal mastery 
and effective sense of humor, conversation, negotiation 

and effective communication. It also causes social mal-
adjustment in the individual, the outcome of which is 
that either others avoid him/her or the individual feels 
redoubled anger, isolates himself/herself from others, or 
seeks seclusion [11].

Another component related to interpersonal relation-
ships and social adjustment is self-criticism. High lev-
els of self-criticism are related to a broad spectrum of 
psychological disorders which can cause and boost 
anger, anxiety, social avoidance, delinquency, person-
ality disorders, interpersonal problems and ultimately 
social maladjustment [12]. Self-criticism is considered 
a form of self-persecution which causes stress and self-
enfeeblement. It is defined as having high expectations 
for ourselves and making attempts to progress. Self-
critical individuals become vulnerable when they face 
obstacles in achieving their goals. They become prone to 
feelings of depression along with extreme humiliation, 
guilt, worthlessness and failure when they fail to achieve 
the expected standards [13]. Consequently, they cannot 
manifest their communicational skills and abilities well 
and either gradually keep a distance from the society or 
feel angry. In both cases, their social function is damaged 
and social maladjustment will be observed in them [14].

People’s ability to handle the situation in stressful or un-
comfortable conditions in the framework of a construct 
called psychological flexibility is another important fac-
tor which can affect and improve their social actions [15, 
16]. Psychological flexibility enables individuals to act 
appropriately and effectively when facing pressures, 
challenges and other emotional and social problems. It 
is defined as the ability levels of people to adapt their 
cognition and behavior to changes in their environment 
[17, 18]. In social relations, people encounter conditions 
that, at times, may impair their ability to adapt socially. 
Under such conditions, those with higher levels of psy-
chological flexibility attempt to rectify social reactions 
by managing the situation [19]. People who enjoy psy-
chological flexibility are not only able to develop self-
mastery but also can resolve issues by understanding and 
overcoming them using problem-solving interventions 
that conform to social requirements as this conformity is 
necessary for attaining social adjustment.

While examining the relationships between the men-
tioned variables, this study considered the differences 
between the male and female students. The difference in 
gender roles is a major lived experience of boys and girls 
which is found in every society and culture. The divi-
sion of gender roles begins in childhood in the socializa-
tion process and is manifested in all dimensions of life. 

T
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Generally speaking, gender roles refer to the behavioral 
norms generally considered appropriate according to the 
norms of society. Based on the interactive model of gen-
der-related behavior, gender per se does not determine 
what types of behavior an individual can have or exhibit. 
Rather, it determines the expectations that both the indi-
vidual and others have of his/her behavior. Therefore, 
gender stereotypically affects behavior, attitude, cogni-
tion and beliefs of girls and boys [20]. Accordingly, this 
study aimed to investigate the relation of anger rumina-
tion and self-criticism with social maladjustment with 
the mediating role of psychological flexibility in adoles-
cent boys and girls.

2. Materials and Methods

Design and participants

This descriptive cross-sectional study was conducted 
using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM). The statisti-
cal population was all secondary school students aged 
between 16 and 18 years old of Ahvaz in the 2020-21 
academic year. Sample size was determined based on 
the rule of thumb of 10 cases per 78 variables, yielding 
a minimum sample size of 780 cases. The sample were 
selected using convenience sampling method. Four high 
schools (two girls’ and two boys’ high schools) in two 
out of the four districts in Ahvaz were selected. Due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic and failure to have direct ac-
cess to students, the questionnaires were completed on-
line by participants through online class groups with the 
help of teachers. Two incomplete questionnaires were 
excluded, and the final sample consisted of 848 students 
(443 girls and 405 boys).

Instruments

Anger Rumination Scale (ARS), Levels of Self-Crit-
icism Scale (LOSCS), Acceptance and Action Ques-
tionnaire–II (AAQ-II), and Social Development Scale 
(SDS) were used to measure the study constructs. ARS 
was developed by Sukhodolsky et al. [21]. It consists 
of 19 items that measure a person’s tendency to focus 
on current angry moods and recall past episodes of an-
ger. It is scored on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 
1= very low to 4= very high. A higher score indicates a 
higher level of anger rumination. The Persian version 
of ARS was validated by Mahmoudi et al. [22]. Cron-
bach’s alpha coefficient of the scale was reported 0.85. 
LOSCS was developed by Thompson and Zuroff [23]. 
In this scale, two dimensions of Internal Self-Criticism 
(ISC) and Comparative Self-Criticism (CSC) are mea-
sured. It consists of 22 items scored on a 7-point Likert 

scale ranging from 0= never to 6= always true. The Per-
sian version of the scale was validated by Mousavi and 
Ghorbani in 2006 [24]. Thompson and Zuroff [23] re-
ported a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.89 for the total score. In 
this study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.84 for the 
scale. AAQ-II is a self-report measure to assess psycho-
logical flexibility. The Persian version of the question-
naire was validated by Abasi et al. [25]. It consists of 
10 items scored on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 
1= never true to 7= always true. Higher scores indicate 
greater psychological flexibility [26]. Abasi et al. [25]
reported an alpha Cronbach coefficient of 0.80 for the 
questionnaire. In this study, Cronbach’s alpha coeffi-
cient was 0.73 for the questionnaire. SDS was devel-
oped by Witsman in 1960 to determine social develop-
ment of adolescents between 13 and 18 years old. The 
SDS, was used to determine social development of the 
adolescents and measures six components of coopera-
tion, good mood and adaptability, respect for others / re-
sponsibility, hope, optimism and patience. It consists of 
27 items with 3 or 4 answer choices for each one. The 
minimum and maximum scores obtainable on this scale 
are 0 and 25, respectively. A score between 0 and 4 in-
dicates weak social development, a score between 5 and 
14 indicates moderate social development, and a score 
between 15 and 25 indicates strong social development. 
In the current study, the Persian version of the scale was 
used. Rahdar et al. [27] reported an alpha Cronbach coef-
ficient of 0.70 for the scale. In this study, Cronbach’s 
alpha coefficient was 0.71 for the scale.

Statistical analyses

Prior to testing the model, the four assumptions of the 
structural equations including missing data, outliers, 
normality, and multicollinearity were examined. As the 
questionnaires were filled online, and the need to answer 
all questions, there were no missing data. The outliers 
were examined using the Mahalanobis distance. Skew-
ness and kurtosis were used to examine the normality, 
and the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) and tolerance 
were used to measure multicollinearity. A hypotheti-
cal model was proposed by incorporating the concepts 
of the mediating role of psychological flexibility in the 
relationship of anger rumination and self-criticism with 
social maladjustment. The fit of the proposed model 
was assessed using the Goodness-of-Fit Index (GFI), 
the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Incremental Fit Index 
(IFI), and the Root Means Square Error of Approxima-
tion (RMSEA). The bootstrap method was used to test 
the indirect effects. The difference between boys and 
girls was tested using multigroup SEM. A Critical Ra-
tio (C.R.) beyond -1.96 and +1.96 was considered as 
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the statistical limit to reject the null hypothesis of no 
difference between boys and girls. Data were analyzed 
in SPSS version 24 and the SEM was performed in the 
Analysis of Moment Structures (AMOS) software ver-
sion 24.

3. Results

In this study, 52.2% of the participants were girls 
(n=443) and 47.7% were boys (n=405). A total of 506 
students were in the 10th grade (59.6%), 171 in the 11th 
grade (20.2%) and 171 in the 12th grade (20.2%). The 
students were between 15 and 17 years old. Table 1 
shows descriptive statistics and correlation coefficient of 
the study constructs. 

There was strong and direct correlation between an-
ger rumination and self-criticism (r=0.63, P<0.01), and 
negative correlation between anger rumination and psy-
chological flexibility (r=-0.51, P<0.01) and social mal-
adjustment (r=-0.48, P<0.01). Figure 1 shows structural 
equation model of the study constructs with standard-
ized coefficient and factor loading. The final model has 
a good fit (χ2/df=2.82, GFI=0.97, IFI=0.95, CFI=0.95, 
and RMSEA=0.047). The results showed there was a 
direct relationship between psychological flexibility and 
social maladjustment in the students (β=0.15; P=0.016). 
There was a negative relationship between anger rumi-
nation and psychological flexibility (β=-0.48; P=0.001), 
and between anger rumination and social maladjustment 
in the students (β=-0.41; P=0.001). Moreover, there was 
a negative relationship between self-criticism and psy-
chological flexibility (β=-0.17; P=0.012), and between 
self-criticism and social maladjustment in the students 
(β=-0.32; P=0.001).

The results of bootstrapping for the mediating paths of 
the proposed model are shown in Table 2. According to 
the results there was significant indirect paths of anger 
rumination and self-criticism to social maladjustment 
through psychological flexibility.

According to the result, both the unrestricted (χ2/
df=2.20, GFI=0.92, IFI=0.94, CFI=0.94, and RM-
SEA=0.38) and the restricted (χ2/df=2.13, GFI=0.93, 
IFI=0.94, CFI=0.94, and RMSEA=0.38) models had 
good fit indices. The differences between the chi-squares 
and the degrees of freedom for the restricted and unre-
stricted models were 31.55 and 10, respectively, which 
were significant at P<0.01. Given the significance of the 
chi-square difference, it is concluded that both groups 
(the boys and the girls) had different regression weights. 

Figures 2 and 3 show multigroup analysis in the SEM 
among girls and boys, respectively. 

The critical ratio for differences was calculated for the 
standardized path coefficients in the two models (the 
girls and the boys) for accurate pairwise comparison 
of similar path coefficients. The matrix comparing the 
standardized direct path coefficients in the two models is 
shown in Table 3. According to the values of critical ra-
tio the association of anger rumination and self-criticism 
with social maladjustment was significantly different be-
tween boys and girls. The inverse association of anger 
rumination to social maladjustment (B=-0.33) and Self-
criticism to social maladjustment (B=-0.29) were only 
significant in boys. 

4. Discussion

This study aimed to investigate the relation of anger 
rumination and self-criticism with social maladjustment 
with the mediating role of psychological flexibility in 
adolescent boys and girls in Ahvaz, Iran. The results 
showed a direct negative relationship between anger ru-
mination and psychological flexibility. In line with the 
findings of Eifert and Forsyth [28], people who experi-
ence anger are more likely to stick to anger-triggering 
thoughts i.e., anger rumination and feeling of inability in 
control of anger. Therefore, they lack the required ability 
to respond to the environment according to the condi-
tions; therefore, they experience low levels of psycho-
logical flexibility. Anger rumination, which is constantly 
thinking about anger and not avoiding or inhibiting it, 
prevents processing of adaptive information result-
ing from anger and learning that anger and other living 
conditions are not necessarily dangerous. Consequently, 
people who suffer from anger rumination cannot develop 
a suitable spectrum of the required behaviors for inter-
personal functions [7]. As a result, they fail to show the 
required flexibility in their coping style in behavior due 
to anger rumination and the thoughts related to it.

In addition, the results showed a direct negative cor-
relation between anger rumination and social maladjust-
ment. This finding is consistent with previous studies 
carried out by Besharat et al. [29] and Barzegari Dehej 
et al. [30]. Besharat et al. [29] demonstrated that worry 
and anger rumination reduced people’s ability to adjust 
to stressful situations by making it difficult for them to 
regulate the emotions and feelings they experienced. An-
ger rumination is a cognitive-emotional process of re-
petitive thoughts about anger-triggering events that lead 
to prolonged stress. Consequently, it is accompanied by 
many maladaptive outcomes including physiological 
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Figure 1. Structural equation model among entire population

Figure 2. Structural equation model among entire population in the girls’ students

Figure 3. Structural equation model among entire population in the boys’ students
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arousal, aggressive behavior, and decreased psychologi-
cal well-being and use of ineffective strategies to deal 
with stressful situations, which boosts maladjusted be-
haviors in social situations.

Moreover, the results suggested a direct negative cor-
relation between self-criticism and psychological flex-
ibility. Dajani and Uddin [31] reported that intolerance 
of uncertainty, perfectionism and parental criticism re-
duced individuals’ cognitive flexibility and hence it was 
necessary to improve cognitive flexibility in students. As 
a component of self-criticism, comparative self-criticism 
focuses on inappropriate comparison of oneself with oth-
ers who appear to be superior, hostile and critical, which 
eventually leads to disinclination to meet others and be 
assessed by them. Comparative self-criticism often ac-
companies interpersonal hostility, feelings of total infe-
riority and inability to overcome life problems. There-
fore, these individuals act inflexibly and use avoidance 
to cope with problems. In internalized self-criticism, 
individuals have a negative attitude toward themselves 
due to comparing themselves with personal and internal 
standards. Since these standards are quite high, they can-
not be fulfilled. This lack of fulfillment is regarded by 
a self-critical person as a weakness and defect. In these 

people, failure causes absolute worthlessness because 
they do not accept their defects in certain areas [13]. 
Therefore, they have a state of rigidity and cognitive 
inflexibility in relation to their standards and deal with 
failure or success in a negative and inefficient way.

The results of this study confirmed that there was a di-
rect negative correlation between self-criticism and so-
cial maladjustment. This finding is consistent with the 
findings of studies carried out by Rajabi and Abasi [32]
and Malekpour et al. [33]. Rajabi and Abasi [32] report-
ed that self-criticism and anxiety that people showed in 
social situations caused internalized shame and affected 
their social behaviors. Malekpour et al. [33] found that 
self-absorption, maladaptive perfectionism and self-crit-
icism were the major variables influencing development 
of depression in students, which prepared the ground for 
maladaptive behavior in various social situations. Self-
critical individuals with low self-disclosure in their in-
terpersonal relationships, are unfriendly in their close re-
lationships and take less responsibility for their friends. 
They experience undesirable relationships in everyday 
life and hear themselves judged as being unlovable. Self-
critical individuals seek to improve their social situation 
even at the expense of sacrificing their friends, and if 

Table 2. Results of the Bootstrap method for investigating indirect and intermediary paths

Predictor Variable Mediator Variable Criterion Variable β P
95% Confidence Interval

Lower Limit Upper Limit

Anger rumination Psychological flexibility Social maladjustment -0.054 0.002 -0.080 -0.030

Self-criticism Psychological flexibility Social maladjustment -0.048 0.001 -0.068 -0.030

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation coefficients among the study constructs

Variables Gender Mean±SD Skewness Kurtosis 1 2 3 4

1. Anger rumination
Girls 42.53±12.30 0.30 -0.46

1
Boys 40.10±11.40 0.14 -0.50

2. Self-criticism
Girls 64.18±20.60 -0.26 0.10

0.63** 1
Boys 60.21±21.15 -0.26 0.35

3. Psychological flexibility
Girls 33.25±10.87 0.43 0.12

-0.51** -0.53** 1
Boys 31.26±8.20 0.01 -0.13

4. Social maladjustment
Girls 20.07±8.20 -0.23 -0.38

-0.48** -0.44** 0.43** 1
Boys 19.26±8.59 -0.05 -0.72

** P<0.01
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their friends disagree with them, they seek to compen-
sate it. These characteristics together reduce their adjust-
ment and adaptability in various situations (for example, 
social situations).

The results of this study confirmed that there was a di-
rect positive correlation between psychological flexibil-
ity and social maladjustment. This finding is consistent 
with previous study carried out by Hulbert-Williams et al 
[16]. When a crisis strikes, flexible people find safe and 
secure solutions by using problem-solving techniques. 
Others experience high levels of stress and cannot select 
an appropriate and useful solution. Flexible people have 
a strong supportive and emotional network which helps 
them talk to others about their worries and challenges, 
enjoy their consultation, empathy and companionship 
and discover new solutions and feel powerful and re-
laxed mentally. In fact, supportive resources are one of 
the major components of flexibility and flexible people 
ask for help from them whenever necessary [16]. These 
characteristics of flexible individuals help them maintain 
their social adjustment.

Regarding the indirect effects, the findings suggested 
that psychological flexibility played a mediating role in 
the relationships of anger rumination and self-criticism 
with social maladjustment. Therefore, anger rumination 
and self-criticism had a direct effect on social maladjust-
ment of male and female adolescent students in Ahvaz 
through the mediating role of psychological flexibility.

The results of a simultaneous comparison between the 
models for the boy and the girls showed a significant 
difference between them. The results indicated that the 
direct paths of anger rumination and self-criticism to so-
cial maladjustment were significant just in boys. Gender 
difference in the relationship between anger rumination 
and social maladjustment has not explored yet. The sig-
nificant association of anger rumination and social mal-
adjustment in the boys could be attributed to the gender 
stereotypes governing the culture. Based on these gender 
stereotypes, anger and its manifestation in the form of 
aggression is more acceptable in boys than girls. On the 
other hand, girls are expected to control their emotions in 
anger-triggering situations and show it in a more peace-
ful way. Therefore, constant and repeated experience of 
anger is more expected in boys than girls and if they fail 
to express it, they will excessively and repeatedly think 
about it and experience higher levels of anger rumina-
tion. Therefore, it can be inferred that boys experience 
more social maladjustment than girls due to their more 
frequent experience of anger rumination. 

In addition, no studies were found on the gender dif-
ference in association between self-criticism and social 
maladjustment. The stronger path of self-criticism to so-
cial maladjustment in the boys could be attributed to the 
social support they received from others. High levels of 
self-criticism mean limited relationships and social net-
work as self-critical people have a more restricted social 
circle due to their pessimistic view of others. Although 
they have high levels of self-criticism, girls might expe-

Table 3. The matrix comparing the standardized direct path coefficients and critical ratio for the difference between boys and 
girls 

Paths Gender β Critical Ratio

Anger rumination to psychological flexibility
Girls -0.46**

0.91
Boys -0.38**

Anger rumination to social maladjustment
Girls -0.06

-9.50
Boys -0.33**

Self-criticism to psychological flexibility
Girls -0.19*

0.37
Boys -0.17**

Self-criticism to social maladjustment
Girls -0.08

-5.89
Boys -0.29**

Psychological to flexibility social maladjustment
Girls 0.20**

0.68
Boys 0.16*

**P<0.01; *P<0.05
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rience lower social maladjustment compared to boys be-
cause they have better social relations and receive more 
social support from others.

The limitations of this research were the statistical 
population that was limited to high school students of 
Ahvaz, the limited ability of structural equations model-
ing in proving causality and the limitations related to the 
use of self-report questionnaires.

5. Conclusion

This study highlighted the importance of anger rumi-
nation, self-criticism and psychological flexibility in 
predicting social maladjustment in adolescents living 
in Ahvaz. Due to the negative impact of self-criticism 
on flexibility and adaptive behavior of students, it is 
recommended that they participate in workshops and 
courses on self-criticism. Increasing psychological flex-
ibility and resilience in students may affect their social 
adjustment. Therefore, it is suggested that this variable 
be considered in the courses and workshops provided to 
them. Since, the knowledge and help of teachers, manag-
ers and parents can affect the efficiency of the courses, it 
is also suggested to provide them courses on the inves-
tigated variables. It is recommended that gender differ-
ences be considered when holding any of the mentioned 
workshops and training courses be designed and offered 
taking these differences into consideration.
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