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Childhood psychological maltreatment R

subtypes and depression among Chinese
college students: the role of self-compassion
and perceived negative attention bias
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Abstract

Background Research on childhood psychological maltreatment lags behind that on other forms of childhood
maltreatment. While it has been identified as a significant predictor of depression, the specific underlying mecha-
nisms linking its subtypes (emotional abuse and emotional neglect) to depression remain unclear. This study aimed
to examine the association between childhood psychological maltreatment and its subtypes and depression

from both emotional factors (self-compassion) and cognitive factors (perceived negative attention bias), as well

as the gender differences.

Methods Using a questionnaire survey, a total of 587 college students completed the self-report questionnaires,
including childhood psychological maltreatment and its subtypes, self-compassion, perceived negative attention bias,
and depression. This study used structural equation models to examine the serial mediating role and gender differ-
ences by Amos 24.0.

Results Childhood psychological maltreatment and its subtypes positively predicted depression. Self-compassion
played a mediating role between childhood psychological maltreatment and its subtypes and depression. Perceived
negative attention bias played a mediating role between childhood psychological maltreatment and emotional
abuse and depression, but not significantly between emotional neglect and depression. Self-compassion and per-
ceived negative attention bias played a serial mediating role between childhood psychological maltreatment (includ-
ing its subtypes) and depression. There were no gender differences in the mediating role.

Conclusion Self-compassion and perceived negative attention bias played distinct roles in the association

between childhood psychological maltreatment, its subtypes, and depression. A serial mediating role of self-compas-
sion and perceived negative attention bias was observed in the associations between overall psychological maltreat-
ment, emotional abuse, and depression. In contrast, in the case of emotional neglect, only self-compassion served

as a mediator. These findings enlighten us that psychological interventions enhancing self-compassion and reduc-
ing negative attention bias may help mitigate depression in college students exposed to childhood psychological
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maltreatment, particularly emotional abuse. Conversely, interventions focused on increasing self-compassion may be
more effective in reducing depression in those exposed to emotional neglect.

Keywords Childhood psychological maltreatment, Emotional abuse, Emotional neglect, Depression, Self-

compassion, Perceived negative attention bias

Introduction

According to the Report on National Mental Health
Development, individuals in China aged 18-24 have
worse mental health indices and higher depression level
than other age groups [1]. College students undergo a
process of role transition and social adaptation, and
they also face various external pressures such as aca-
demic, employment, and interpersonal challenges.
However, their physical and mental development is
severely unbalanced, and the detection rate of depres-
sion has significantly increased over time [2]. The
detection rate of depression among college students
from 2010 to 2020 was 20.8%, higher than anxiety and
suicide-related mental health problems, ranking the
second among mental health issues [2]. Exploring the
causes and mechanisms of depression in college stu-
dents is crucial for their physical and mental health
development as well as for social stability.

Childhood maltreatment experiences cannot be
ignored as an antecedent factor for depression. Typi-
cally, childhood maltreatment involves sexual, physi-
cal, and psychological abuse, all of which can lead to a
range of internal and external mental health problems
and negatively impact an individual's mental health
[3]. An increasing number of interventions have been
developed to support individuals who have experienced
childhood maltreatment in overcoming adverse mental
health outcomes, including arts-based interventions
and digital health interventions [4]. To improve these
interventions, it is necessary to explore in depth the
mechanisms underlying the association between differ-
ent types of childhood maltreatment and depression,
especially those types that have received less attention.

Among these forms of abuse, childhood psychologi-
cal maltreatment (CPM) refers to the continuous and
inappropriate verbal and non-physical abuse of chil-
dren by primary caregivers [5]. It’s more prevalent and
has more severe consequences than physical and sexual
abuse [6-8], yet research on childhood psychological
maltreatment lags behind that on other forms. Com-
pared with early traumas such as physical abuse and
domestic violence, childhood psychological maltreat-
ment has the strongest association with depression
[6]. Various pathways can increase the risk of depres-
sion among college students, including reduced cogni-
tive reappraisal, increased expressive suppression and

anger, and promotion of negative cognitive style and
negative self-reference [6, 9].

Childhood psychological maltreatment can be further
divided into two subtypes: emotional abuse (EA) and
emotional neglect (EN) [10]. The difference between the
two is that emotional abuse comes from the active mal-
ice of the caregiver, which is a "hostile" parenting style,
such as threats, insults, and belittling. While emotional
neglect, which often occurs inadvertently, is often the
result of being indifferent to the child’s psychological
needs or lacking positive feedback [10]. Previous studies
have primarily examined childhood psychological mal-
treatment as a whole, but findings have varied widely.
For instance, the results of a meta-analysis indicated that
emotional abuse (36%) is more common than emotional
neglect (18%) worldwide [11]. However, Yu et al. reported
the opposite pattern, with a higher percentage of children
experienced emotional neglect (58.97%) than emotional
abuse (19.84%) [12]. Furthermore, for the association
between emotional abuse and neglect and depression,
Wang et al. found a strong correlation between emotional
neglect and depression [13], while Nelson et al. found
that those children who experienced emotional abuse
were significantly more likely to develop depression in
their adulthood [14]. Accordingly, some researchers sug-
gest that different subtypes of childhood psychological
maltreatment may have distinct mechanisms and effects
on depression, necessitating separate investigations of
the two [14]. Researches on the subtypes of childhood
psychological maltreatment has typically focused on
emotional abuse, as it is more easily perceived, whereas
studies on emotional neglect have lagged behind due
to its more subtle manifestations. Influenced by tradi-
tional Chinese educational values, parents often have
high expectations for their children’s academic perfor-
mance but tend to overlook their emotional expression,
which has contributed to a lack of attention to emotional
neglect. This has also led to an underestimation of the
impact of childhood emotional neglect on depression
among college students.

Prior studies have confirmed the association
between of childhood psychological maltreatment and
depression, but most have focused on either cogni-
tive or emotional mechanisms in isolation. However,
whether cognitive and emotional factors interact in
influencing depression remains unclear. Furthermore,



Xie et al. BMC Psychology (2025) 13:321

the specific mechanisms underlying the associations
between emotional abuse, emotional neglect, and
depression require further exploration. Based on the
diathesis-stress theories, depression results from a
combination of diathesis and stress [15]. Stress refers
to life events that disrupt an individual’s physiologi-
cal, emotional, and cognitive stability, whereas diath-
esis encompasses the physiological and psychological
traits that predispose individuals to depression and
is considered a stable yet variable long-term charac-
teristic [15]. Childhood psychological maltreatment,
with its high prevalence and incidence, is undoubtedly
a significant stressor for depression. Among diathesis
factors, self-compassion is a key protective factor [16],
whereas perceived negative attention bias is a signifi-
cant risk factor [17], both of which play crucial roles
depression [18, 19]. However, whether these factors
interact in linking childhood psychological maltreat-
ment to depression remains unclear. Given this, our
study aims to examine the serial mediating role of
self-compassion and perceived negative attention bias
in the association between childhood psychological
maltreatment (and its subtypes) and depression among
college students, from the perspective of cognitive and
emotional factors.

The mediating role of self-compassion

Self-compassion refers to the attitude in which individ-
uals treat themselves with kindness in the face of suffer-
ing and distress [20]. As a positive emotion regulation
strategy, self-compassion is seen as a protective factor
between childhood psychological maltreatment and
depression [21]. According to attachment theory, chil-
dren seek proximity to their attachment figures in times
of distress or danger. During their early life experi-
ences, they develop internal working models of how to
treat themselves and others by observing and imitating
their parents’ behavior, which influences subsequent
development of their perception and thinking [22].
Self-compassion stems from children’s early attachment
experiences with their primary caregivers [21, 22].
Specifically, children who have experienced emotional
abuse and neglect struggle to gain support and posi-
tive responses from their parents and lack the ability
to self-care, resulting in impaired self-compassion [5].
Consequently, these children are more likely to develop
insecure attachment styles that increase the risk of
depression [23]. Furthermore, self-compassion has a
buffering effect on depression as an adaptive emotion
regulation strategy [24]. Similar to cognitive reappraisal
and expression inhibition, self-compassion-based inter-
ventions are effective in alleviating depression [25].
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The mediating role of perceived negative attention bias
Perceived negative attention bias refers to the tendency
to selectively attend to the negative aspects of events or
information [26], which also plays an important role in
the association between childhood psychological mal-
treatment and depression. On the one hand, from the
perspective of biological evolution, high sensitivity to
negative stimulation helps abused individuals quickly
identify negative information and gain protection [27].
Empirical studies have also provided corresponding sup-
porting the association between the two. For example,
individuals who experience psychological maltreatment
often exhibit attention difficulties [28], tend to interpret
negative information more negatively [29], and strug-
gle to make cognitive adjustments in response to change
[30]. In contrast, posttraumatic growth is associated with
a positive attention bias [31], wherein individuals are
more likely to perceive information in a positive light.
Perceived negative attention bias, on the other hand, is
a pathogenesis and one of the typical characteristics of
depression [26]. Beck and Bredemeier [32] proposed a
unified model of depression based on the integration of
clinical, cognitive, biological, and evolutionary perspec-
tives. This model emphasizes that early traumatic experi-
ences can induce individuals’ stress responses, leading to
cognitive and evaluative biases toward external events or
internal stimuli. These individuals then are more likely to
develop negative thoughts about themselves, the future,
and the world around them, and eventually become vul-
nerable to depression. In addition, perceived negative
attention bias reflects a maladaptive cognitive strategy
that contributes to depression [27]. Therefore, perceived
negative attention bias plays a significant role in the gen-
eration, maintenance, and recurrence of depression.

The serial mediating role of self-compassion and perceived
negative attention bias

Additionally, there is a relation between self-compassion
and perceived negative attention bias. Based on inte-
grated self-control theory [33] and theory on self-com-
passion [20], a self-compassionate mindset can enhance
self-regulation and improve control capacity [34]. Then,
the reflective system can reduce attention bias toward
negative information [35]. The common denominator
of clinical interventions targeting perceived negative
attention bias is aim to improve psychological distress
by changing the individual’s relationship with the prob-
lem, where the underlying core mechanism involves
developing a nonjudgmental or compassionate attitude
towards oneself and others, namely self-compassion [36].
In addition, the association between self-compassion
and rumination suggests that self-compassion may help
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individuals disengage from negative information. Rumi-
nation refers to the repetitive, passive thinking about past
negative experiences, emotions, and problems, leading
to emotional immersion [37]. A meta-analysis demon-
strated that self-compassion interventions significantly
reduce rumination [25], indicating that self-compassion
may help prevent excessive dwelling on negative expe-
riences. Behavioral studies have also shown that indi-
viduals with low self-compassion have an attention bias
toward negative emotional pictures and have difficulty
disengaging from negative stimuli [38]. However, there
is a distinction between self-reported and behavio-
ral assessments of attention bias [39], the association
between self-compassion and perceived negative atten-
tion bias remains underexplored.

The gender difference of serial mediating role

Gender is a non-negligible factor in studies related to
childhood psychological maltreatment and its subtypes,
self-compassion, perceived negative attention bias, and
depression. Generally, parents place much higher expec-
tations on boys’ success and competence. They prefer to
use physical rather than psychological punishments as
a form of discipline, while girls are more likely to expe-
rience emotional abuse and neglect [40]. In terms of
self-compassion, female’s gender role norms emphasize
self-sacrifice, and they tend to be stricter with themselves
and evaluate themselves negatively, resulting in female
being less self-compassionate than male. This tendency
is also associated with a higher rate of depression among
female [41]. Furthermore, female who suffer from depres-
sion are more sensitive to negative stimuli than male [42].
However, previous studies have tended to examine gen-
der differences in each of the above variables separately
[41, 42], rather than investigating the gender differences
in the mediating role of self-compassion and perceived
negative attention bias in the association between child-
hood psychological maltreatment (and its subtypes) and
depression. Based on existing research, it can be hypoth-
esized that self-compassion and perceived negative atten-
tion bias play a stronger mediating role in female than in
male.

The present study

In summary, research on childhood psychological mal-
treatment lags behind that of other forms of childhood
maltreatment, and the emotional and cognitive mecha-
nisms underlying the association between its subtypes
and depression warrant further investigation. Therefore,
this study constructed a serial mediating model to further
clarify the association between childhood psychologi-
cal maltreatment (and its subtypes) and depression from
both emotional factors (self-compassion) and cognitive
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factors (perceived negative attention bias). Based on
existing theoretical and empirical studies, this study
hypothesized that: (1) Childhood psychological maltreat-
ment (and its subtypes) significantly positively predict
depression. (2) Self-compassion mediates the associa-
tion between childhood psychological maltreatment
(and its subtypes) and depression. (3) Perceived negative
attention bias mediates the association between child-
hood psychological maltreatment (and its subtypes) and
depression. (4) Self-compassion and perceived negative
attention bias play a serial mediating role in the associa-
tion between childhood psychological maltreatment (and
its subtypes) and depression. (5) Gender differences exist
in the serial mediating model. Specifically, the mediating
role of self-compassion and perceived negative attention
bias is stronger in female than in male.

Materials and methods

Participants

In the study, convenience sampling was employed. The
researcher distributed questionnaires via a link to the
Questionnaire Star website through Tencent WeChat
and QQ, both of which are widely used by Chinese uni-
versity students. Before filling out the questionnaires,
the participants provided informed consent. Participa-
tion was voluntary, with no compensation offered, and all
participants completed the questionnaire in full. A total
of 614 questionnaires were distributed. To ensure data
quality and prevent careless responses, any submissions
where more than two-thirds of the items were answered
consecutively with the same option were excluded. As a
result, 587 valid questionnaires were returned, repre-
senting an effective rate of 95.60%. The sample included
participants from various provinces, such as Sichuan,
Chongging, and Guangxi. The mean age of the subjects
was 22.04+1.93 years. Among them, 228 (38.84%) were
male and 359 (61.16%) were female; 236 (40.20%) were
only children and 351 (59.80%) were non-only children;
426 (72.57%) were undergraduates and 161 (27.43%) were
postgraduate students.

Measures

Childhood psychological maltreatment

The Childhood Trauma Questionnaires (CTQ-SF) devel-
oped by Bernstein [43] was used. The CTQ-SF is one of
the most widely used instruments in research on child-
hood maltreatment, comprising five subscales: physical
abuse, physical neglect, sexual abuse, emotional abuse,
and emotional neglect [44]. The scale, along with its sub-
scales exhibits strong reliability [44], and has shown good
validity among Chinese university students [45]. In this
study, we selected two subscales—emotional abuse and
emotional neglect—each consisting of 5 items, for a total
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of 10 items. A five-point scale was used, with a higher
score representing more severe maltreatment. The Cron-
bach’s alpha coefficient for the scale was 0.82, for emo-
tional abuse it was 0.81, and for emotional neglect it was
0.75.

Self-compassion

The Self-Compassion Scale Short Form (SCS-SF) devel-
oped by Raes et al. [46] was used, which includes 6
dimensions, viz., self-kindness, self-judgment, common
humanity, mindfulness, isolation, and over-identification.
SCS-SF is shorter compared to Self-Compassion Scale,
and its reliability and validity among Chinese college stu-
dents meets psychometric standards [47]. A total of 12
items are scored on a 5-point scale (1 =never, 5=always).
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the scale was 0.83.

Perceived negative attention bias

The Attention to Positive and Negative Information
Scale (APNIS) developed by Noguchi et al. [48] was
used. APNIS provides a convenient and reliable tool for
assessing cognitive bias, and its Chinese version dem-
onstrates good validity and reliability among Chinese
college students [49]. In this study, we selected the nega-
tive attention bias scale. A total of 11 items were scored
on a 5-point Likert scale (from 1=strongly disagree to
5=strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the
scale was 0.88.

Depression

The Chinese version of the Center for Epidemiologic
Studies Depression Scale (CES-D) translated by Yang
and Xiong [50] was used. It is a useful tool for assess-
ing depression in Chinese college students and demon-
strates strong reliability and validity within this Chinese
college students [51]. The scale contains four dimensions
of depression, positive emotion, somatic symptoms, and

Table 1 Means, standard deviations and correlation coefficient
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interpersonal difficulties, has been used in previous stud-
ies to measure depressed mood in the past two weeks
with good reliability and validity. A total of 20 items are
scored on a four-point scale (1 =occasionally, 4=most of
the time). Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the scale was
0.91.

Statistical analysis

Descriptive statistics and correlational analysis were
performed using SPSS 24, and the cut-off values of Yu
et al. [12] were used to calculate the prevalence of child-
hood psychological maltreatment (emotional abuse>9,
emotional neglect>10). The serial mediating effect and
gender differences were examined by Amos 24.0 using
structural equation modeling (SEM).

Results

Common method biases test

Harman’s one-factor test was used to perform the com-
mon method bias test. The results of the unrotated
exploratory factor analysis extracted a total of nine fac-
tors with eigenvalue greater than one, and the first factor
explained a 14.04% variation, which confirmed that there
was free from common method bias.

Descriptive statistics and correlational analysis

The results showed that of the 587 participants, 41.10%
experienced emotional abuse, 55.90% experienced emo-
tional neglect, and 38.84% experienced both emotional
abuse and neglect. Table 1 presents descriptive statistics
(e.g., means and standard deviations) and Pearson cor-
relation analysis for each variable. Childhood psychologi-
cal maltreatment and emotional abuse were moderately
negatively correlated with self-compassion, and mod-
erately positively correlated with negative attention bias
and depression. Emotional neglect showed a small nega-
tive correlation with self-compassion and a small positive

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Age 1
2. Only child or not 03 1
3. Childhood psychological maltreatment -.03 01 1
4. Emotional abuse -04 -09" 85" 1
5. Emotional neglect -00 107 85" 457 1
6. Self-compassion 04 02 -39 -37" -29" 1
7. Perceived negative attention bias -01 -.06 32" 397 157 -57" 1
8. Depression -05 -01 42" 46" 26" -60" 60" 1
M 22.05 1.60 19.22 873 1048 40.30 33.00 38.70
SD 191 0.49 6.43 3.78 3.78 7.00 8.11 10.23

Notes: only children=1, not only children=2; M=mean, SD =standard deviation; *p <.05, **p <.01, ***p <.001
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correlation with both negative attention bias and depres-
sion. Self-compassion exhibited a strong negative corre-
lation with both negative attention bias and depression.
Additionally, negative attention bias and depression were
strongly positively correlated. All correlations were sta-
tistically significant at the p=0.01 level. The detailed cor-
relation coefficients are presented in Table 1.

Mediation effect test
All variables had variance inflation factors less than 1.6,
so there was no multicollinearity. Firstly, the results of
the total effect of childhood psychological maltreatment
on depression showed that the path coefficient was sig-
nificant (=0.42, t=11.21, SE=0.03, p<0.001). Sec-
ondly, self-compassion and perceived negative attention
bias were included into the model, and both path coef-
ficients were significant (Fig. 1), and the model was well
fitted (x2/df=4.77, CF1=0.98, TLI=0.94, RMSEA =0.08,
SRMR=0.02). These results suggested that the medi-
ating model consisted of the separate mediating role of
self-compassion and perceived negative attention bias,
and the serial mediating role of self-compassion and per-
ceived negative attention bias. The mediating effect was
further examined by using the nonparametric Bootstrap
method with 2000 replicate samples. The results are
showed in Table 2, self-compassion and perceived nega-
tive attention bias mediated the relationship between
childhood psychological maltreatment and depression
separately, and self-compassion and perceived negative
attention bias had a serial mediating effect.

The roles of subtypes of childhood psychological mal-
treatment in the serial mediation effect was further
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Table 2 The effects after bootstrapping from childhood
psychological maltreatment to depression

Path Standardized Boot SE Bootstrap
effect value 95% ClI
CPM> SF > Depression 0.13 0.02 [0.10,0.17]
CPM>PNAB > Depression 0.07 0.02 [0.04,0.11]
CPM>SF>PNAB > Depression  0.07 0.01 [0.05,0.10]
Total indirect effect 0.27 0.02 (0.24,0.33]

CPM Childhood psychological maltreatment, SF Self-compassion,
PNAB Perceived negative attention bias

examined. As the results showed (Table 3, Figs. 2, and 3),
self-compassion mediated the relationship between
emotional abuse/neglect and depression separately, and
perceived negative attention bias mediated the relation-
ship between emotional abuse and depression, but not
between emotional neglect and depression. And self-
compassion and perceived negative attention bias played
a serial mediating role of the relationship between emo-
tional abuse/neglect and depression.

Gender differences in the mediation model

This study first tested the mediating effect models sepa-
rately for male and female. The results showed that fit
indices of male/female model were x2/df=1.58/3.18,
CFI=0.99/0.99, TLI=0.97/0.95, RMSEA=0.05/0.08,
SRMR =0.02/0.02. Overall, the fit indices were within the
acceptable range for multiple group comparisons. Then
the method of multiple group comparisons in the struc-
tural equation model was used to set the equivalence

SF

_‘43*** _'31***

_.42*#*(_.45##*) _.344«;*(_‘27***)
—A47
7‘42*3* —. 23** -
527) Depression
257
30722
227 335
.3]***(.|6**) .22**(.40***)
Y
PNAB

Fig. 1 The serial mediating model of childhood psychological maltreatment and depression. Notes: standardized data; solid lines represent
significant paths; in the path coefficients, the bolded values at the top indicate the overall results, the values outside the brackets at the bottom
represent males, and the values inside the brackets at the bottom represent females
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Table 3 The effects after bootstrapping from emotional abuse/neglect to depression
Path Standardized effect value Boot SE Bootstrap 95% ClI
EA EA > SF > Depression 0.12 0.02 [0.09, 0.16]
EA>PNAB > Depression 0.07 0.02 [0.04,0.10]
EA>SF>PNAB > Depression 0.06 0.01 [0.04,0.09]
Total indirect effect 0.25 0.02 [0.22,0.29]
EN EN > SF > Depression 0.10 0.02 [0.07,0.14]
EN>PNAB > Depression -0.01 0.02 [-0.04,0.02]
EN > SF>PNAB > Depression 0.07 0.01 [0.05, 0.09]
Total indirect effect 0.16 0.02 [0.12,0.21]
EA Emotional abuse, EN Emotional neglect
SF
-37" -33"
_.36*s*(_.38***) _ 34*:*(: 30mm)
_ 491&**
— 447 (—.53"") _
EA Depression
.20‘#**
‘25$$*(. ] 9*#”3)
205 e
ek ke .34
277(167) 247417
Y
PNAB

Fig. 2 The serial mediating model of emotional abuse and depression

SF
L -35
—25"(=327") —387(=.32"")
Jp—
EN . 4 60 ) o Depression
.12;*(.08*)
-.02 397
.01(—.03) A 3277457
A pNAB

Fig. 3 The serial mediating model of between emotional neglect and depression. Notes: dashed lines represent non-significant paths
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model (M1: the baseline model which defined that the
male and female groups have the same structural model,
and the path coefficient was estimated freely; M2: based
on model 1, limiting the path coefficients corresponding
to the male and female groups are equal). As the results
showed that the models fit well for each indicator and
the chi-square difference was significant (Ax?= 12.44,
p>0.05), indicating that the mediating effects of self-
compassion and perceived negative attention bias were
consistent across gender.

Based on above findings, the mediating effects of self-
compassion and perceived negative attention bias in
the relationship between childhood psychological mal-
treatment and depression and its gender differences
were investigated. For male, self-compassion (95% CI:
[0.07, 0.20]) and perceived negative attention bias (95%
CIL [0.02, 0.11]) mediated the relationship between
childhood psychological maltreatment and depression
separately, and self-compassion and perceived nega-
tive attention bias (95% CI: [0.01, 0.07]) played a serial
mediating effect in the above relationship. For female,
these mediating effects were also significant, with 95% CI
of [0.07, 0.18], [0.01, 0.11], and [0.06, 0.15] in the same
order. Comparing the results of the SEM between male
and female, it was revealed that there was no significant
gender difference in the mediating effects of self-compas-
sion and perceived negative attention bias (Fig. 1).

To further investigate the gender differences in mediat-
ing effects, the same analysis method was used to test the
mediating role of self-compassion and perceived negative
attention bias in the subtypes of childhood psychological
maltreatment (dimension 1: emotional abuse; dimension
2: emotional neglect) and depression in male and female.
The results are showed in Table 4, and it is indicated that
the model’s indicators fit well in both male and female
models. Then, the mediating effect test showed that for
male, in the dimension 1 model, self-compassion (95%
CI: [0.09, 0.19]) and perceived negative attention bias
(95% CI: [0.03, 0.12]) played a separate mediating role,
and self-compassion and perceived negative attention

Table 4 Fit indices of mediated models of male and female
childhood psychological maltreatment subtypes

Model x/df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR
Male

EA (dimension 1) 052 1.00 1.02 0.00 0.02

EN (dimension 2) 0.64 1.00 1.02 0.00 0.02
Female

EA (dimension 1) 1.64 1.00 0.99 0.04 0.04

EN (dimension 2) 265 0.99 0.94 0.07 0.04
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bias (95% CI: [0.02, 0.07]) played a serial mediating role.
In the dimension 2 model, self-compassion (95% CI:
[0.05, 0.15]) played a separate mediating role, while per-
ceived negative attention bias (95% CI: [>—0.04, 0.04])
played an insignificant mediating role, and self-com-
passion and perceived negative attention bias (95% CI:
[0.02, 0.08]) mediated the serial model. For female, in
the dimension 1 model, self-compassion (95% CI: [0.08,
0.16]) and perceived negative attention bias (95% CI:
[0.03, 0.11]) mediated separately, and self-compassion
and perceived negative attention bias (95% CI: [0.05,
0.12]) played a serial mediating role. In the dimension 2
model, self-compassion (95% CIL: [0.07, 0.14]) mediated
alone, perceived negative attention bias (95% CI: [-0.05,
0.03]) mediated insignificantly, and self-compassion and
perceived negative attention bias (95% CI: [0.05, 0.13])
mediated the serial model. Based on the results of the
SEM between male and female, there was no significant
gender difference in the serial mediation model (Figs. 2
and 3).

Discussion

Childhood psychological maltreatment and its subtypes
and depression among Chinese college students

First, consistent with existing findings, the propor-
tion of Chinese college students had experienced emo-
tional neglect during childhood was higher than that of
those who had experienced emotional abuse [12]. This
result contrasts with findings from studies conducted in
Western cultural contexts, such as North America and
Europe, where the prevalence of emotional abuse tends
to be higher than that of emotional neglect [11]. This
difference is closely related to the emotional expression
and educational philosophy of Chinese parents, which
are characteristic of Eastern cultures. Parental emotional
expression in China is generally more implicit. Chinese
culture places a strong emphasis on responsibilities and
duties within the family, with parents often prioritizing
material and academic achievements over emotional sup-
port or closeness [12]. In this context, emotional neglect
is more prevalent, as parents may concentrate excessively
on their children’s external performance (e.g., academic
success, behavioral norms) while overlooking their emo-
tional needs. Moreover, influenced by Confucianism,
Chinese parenting typically focuses on a child’s respon-
sibility to the family and adherence to social norms,
with parental expectations often aligned with collectivist
values and family honor [52]. As a result, less attention
is given to the individual’s emotional needs and mental
health of children. All of these factors may result in chil-
dren growing up without sufficient emotional support,
increasing the likelihood of emotional neglect. Therefore,
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in the Chinese context, childhood emotional neglect
requires urgent attention.

Second, the results of this study showed that child-
hood psychological maltreatment and its subtypes could
positively predict depression, which aligns with attach-
ment theory. Children who have experienced emotional
abuse often have strong feelings of rejection and unwor-
thiness. To avoid being abandoned by their parents, they
may choose to suppress their negative emotions [9].
Besides, individuals tend to attribute childhood psycho-
logical maltreatment to external unstable factors when
they experience it occasionally. However, when maltreat-
ment occurs repeatedly, they may attribute it to their
own psychological, moral, or physical deficiencies [53].
Therefore, they tend to develop negative cognitive styles,
such as global negative attributions and negative infer-
ences about the consequences of events. This leads to the
development of a sense of hopelessness and reduces their
ability to perceive pleasure [54], which in turn increases
the risk of depression [6, 53].

It’s obvious that childhood psychological maltreatment
and its subtypes are significant early psychological trau-
mas that lead to depression. But the association between
different types of childhood psychological maltreatment
and depression varies, and emotional abuse is more
strongly correlated with depression, which may be due
to its differing effects on emotion regulation strategies. It
has been shown that emotional abuse can induce adverse
emotion regulation strategies (e.g., expression suppres-
sion) [9], but whether individuals have experienced of
emotional neglect does not affect their use of expression
suppression strategies [55], which is a significant predic-
tor of depression.

The mediating role of self-compassion and perceived
negative attention bias

Self-compassion mediated the association between
childhood psychological maltreatment (and its sub-
types) and depression in college students, with child-
hood psychological maltreatment (both emotional abuse
and neglect) negatively predicting self-compassion and
self-compassion negatively predicting depression. This
result supports the introject theories, which suggest
that depression tends to develop after someone who has
experienced abuse absorbs the way they are treated by
the abusers and integrates it into themselves [21]. For
those who have suffered from childhood psychological
maltreatment, the constant criticism, contempt, rejec-
tion, and neglect that cause feelings of injustice saturate
the early memories of individuals who learn the abusive
ways of their caregivers and project them into their inner
world [5]. The result is that a large amount of guilt and
negative beliefs become repressed in their subconscious,
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and they tend to develop feelings of helplessness and self-
denial rather than self-compassion [56]. Self-compassion,
as a positive emotion regulation strategy, can allevi-
ate negative emotions and beliefs, weaken the negative
effects of stressful events, and enable individuals to face
adversity with a positive attitude to reduce the risk of
depression [16].

This study also found that perceived negative attention
bias mediated the association between emotional abuse
and depression, but not between emotional neglect and
depression. This is primarily reflected in the insignificant
predictive path from emotional neglect to negative atten-
tion bias. This may be due to the different in threat per-
ception systems and attachment patterns associated with
various types of psychological maltreatment. Compared
to emotional neglect, emotional abuse involves direct
negative emotional interactions, such as name-calling,
shaming, and criticizing, which are negatively correlated
with the resting-state functional connectivity of the left
amygdala and insula circuit [57]. This suggests that indi-
viduals who have experienced emotional abuse exhibit
altered threat perception and monitoring, which may
lead them to focus more on the negative aspects of events
than those who have experienced emotional neglect [58].
In addition, in contrast to emotional abuse, emotional
neglect is primarily characterized by long-term emo-
tional deprivation. Individuals who experience emotional
neglect are more likely to develop an avoidant attach-
ment, characterized by a tendency to fear and avoid
external emotional cues, which may prevent the develop-
ment of a negative attention bias [59, 60].

The serial mediating role of self-compassion and per-
ceived negative attention bias between childhood psycho-
logical maltreatment and its subtypes and depression was
also validated in this study. Childhood psychological mal-
treatment was negatively predicted by self-compassion,
which in turn activates attention bias to negative stimuli
and leads to depression. These findings support the diath-
esis-stress theories in which depression is affected by a
combination of personal diathesis and stress [15]. Existing
studies have confirmed that traumatic experiences such
as sexual abuse, domestic violence, and natural disasters
are negative stressful events that lead to depression [61].
In addition, diathesis such as attribution style, personal-
ity, and coping style are also associated with depression
[16]. For the variables investigated in the study, McDer-
mott and Dozois [17] regarded attention bias as a diath-
esis and found that perceived negative attention bias and
stressors together led to a decrease in self-esteem, which
is a typical cognitive feature of depression. According to
study of Zhang et al. [16], self-compassion can be viewed
as a diathesis and emotional abuse negatively predicted
self-compassion, which then activates negative automatic
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thinking and leads to depression. In addition, previous
research has shown that self-compassion encourages peo-
ple to acknowledge their shortcomings rather than attrib-
ute mistakes to others or the situations, and people can
disengage from negative stimuli and freeing themselves
from negative emotions relatively quickly as a result [38].
People experiencing childhood psychological maltreat-
ment can benefit from self-compassion by acknowledg-
ing shortcomings, embracing the common humanity,
reducing the negative effects of rumination, and separat-
ing themselves from past negative experiences. Thus, they
could transfer the attention of negative emotions, pro-
mote the acceptance of negative emotions, view the abuse
experience from a broader perspective, and ultimately
avoid depression [38]. Overall, we provide empirical evi-
dence for the diathesis-stress theories, which means stress
(childhood psychological maltreatment) and diathesis
(self-compassion and perceived negative attention bias)
can interact to influence depression of college students.

Gender differences in the mediation model

In contrast to the hypothesis, there were no gender dif-
ferences in the serial mediation model, which is consist-
ent with some previous studies. From the perspective
of self-compassion, the meta-analysis of Neff et al. [62]
found that gender differences were observed only in the
United States, not in Asian places such as Thailand and
Taiwan. Despite female gender roles emphasizing the
needs of others, the emotionally restrained and ascetic
social patterns exhibited by male may also contribute to
lower levels of self-compassion among male [63]. Fur-
thermore, both male and female become increasingly
aware of their shared humanity with age [64]. In college,
students tend to stabilize their worldview, values, and
outlook on life, and thus they may share the same level of
self-compassion. As for perceived negative attention bias,
Campbell and Muncer found no gender differences in
attention bias [65]. Although evolutionary psychologists
generally agree that females’ attention to negative stim-
uli contributes to early survival, the costs of unnecessary
physical, psychological, and behavioral hypersensitivity
to negative stimuli far outweigh the benefits. Therefore,
there was no gender difference in the mediating model of
self-compassion and perceived negative attention bias.

Contributions and limitations

From the perspectives of self-compassion and perceived
negative attention bias, this study provides insights for
reducing the negative effects of childhood psychological
maltreatment and preventing or intervening in depression
among college students. The findings suggest that psycho-
logical workers need to address both emotional and cog-
nitive problems when working with college students who
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have experienced overall childhood psychological mal-
treatment, particularly those with a history of emotional
abuse. Psychological interventions aimed at enhancing
self-compassion and reducing negative attention bias may
help alleviate depressive symptoms in these individu-
als. Conversely, interventions focused on enhancing self-
compassion may be more effective at reducing depression
among those who experience emotional neglect. Specifi-
cally, self-compassion interventions could include psy-
choeducation on self-compassion and its components,
mindfulness practice, and self-compassionate letter writ-
ing [18]. Additionally, attention control training and
attention bias modification have shown promise in effec-
tively reducing negative attention bias [19].

There are some limitations to this study: (1) Only the
questionnaire method was used in this cross-sectional
study, which limits the ability to clarify the causal rela-
tionships among variables. Subsequent studies could
conduct longitudinal study or employ the experimental
methods, such as self-compassion mind state induction
[66]and dot probe task [31] to further clarify the relation
between the variables (2) Some individuals may experi-
ence a combination of multiple maltreatment during
childhood, which could have a more complex impact on
their mental health in adulthood. However, this study did
not control for the influence of other forms of maltreat-
ment. Future studies should control for the influence
of other forms of maltreatment or explore the differ-
ences between childhood psychological maltreatment
and other forms of maltreatment, to make the related
research more comprehensive and convincing.

Conclusion

This study explored the emotional and cognitive mech-
anisms linking psychological maltreatment and its
subtypes to depression. The findings underscore the dif-
ferences in the mechanisms underlying the associations
between emotional abuse and emotional neglect and
depression. Overall, self-compassion played a mediat-
ing role in the association between whole psychologi-
cal maltreatment (and its subtypes) and depression.
Perceived negative attention bias only played a medi-
ating role between psychological maltreatment and
emotional abuse and depression. Self-compassion and
perceived negative attention bias played a serial mediat-
ing role between psychological maltreatment (including
its subtypes) and depression. There were no gender dif-
ferences. These noteworthy results suggest that interven-
tions aimed at enhancing self-compassion and reducing
perceived negative attention bias may help mitigate the
association between psychological maltreatment and
depression.
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