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Objective: This study aimed to investigate the relationship between body 
dissatisfaction and depressive symptoms among adolescents, with a particular 
focus on the mediating role of self-criticism. 
Methods and Materials: A descriptive correlational design was employed, with 
388 adolescents recruited from educational institutions in Kenya. The sample size 
was determined using the Morgan and Krejcie table to ensure representativeness 
and statistical power. Participants completed standardized self-report instruments 
measuring body dissatisfaction, self-criticism, and depressive symptoms. Data 
analysis was conducted in two stages. Pearson correlation coefficients were 
calculated using SPSS version 27 to examine the associations between body 
dissatisfaction, self-criticism, and depressive symptoms. Structural Equation 
Modeling (SEM) was subsequently performed in AMOS version 21 to test the 
hypothesized mediating role of self-criticism in the link between body 
dissatisfaction and depressive symptoms. Model fit was assessed using multiple 
indices, including the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), 
and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA). 
Findings: Pearson correlations indicated significant positive associations 
between body dissatisfaction and depressive symptoms (r = .46, p < .001), 
between body dissatisfaction and self-criticism (r = .41, p < .001), and between 
self-criticism and depressive symptoms (r = .52, p < .001). SEM results supported 
a partial mediation model, demonstrating that self-criticism significantly 
mediated the relationship between body dissatisfaction and depressive symptoms 
(indirect effect = .21, p < .001). The model demonstrated good fit (χ²/df = 2.14, 
CFI = .94, TLI = .92, RMSEA = .051), confirming the robustness of the 
mediational pathway. 
Conclusion: These findings highlight the critical role of self-criticism in linking 
body dissatisfaction to depressive symptoms among adolescents.  
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1. Introduction 

dolescence is a sensitive developmental stage 
characterized by profound biological, psychological, 

and social changes that can increase vulnerability to various 
mental health difficulties. Among these, depressive 
symptoms have emerged as one of the most prevalent and 
pressing issues affecting youth worldwide, with long-lasting 
consequences on psychosocial adjustment, educational 
outcomes, and overall quality of life (Gu et al., 2024; He et 
al., 2025). Understanding the complex predictors and 
mechanisms that underlie the onset and persistence of 
depressive symptoms in adolescents is therefore a vital 
priority for contemporary psychological research and mental 
health policy. Increasing evidence indicates that self-critical 
tendencies and dissatisfaction with one’s body represent two 
important psychological vulnerabilities linked to depression 
in youth populations (Gao et al., 2023; Nariswari & 
Muttaqin, 2023). Examining these associations and the 
potential mediating role of self-criticism is essential for 
clarifying the pathways to depression and guiding effective 
interventions. 

Adolescent depression is multifactorial, often arising 
from the interaction of family dynamics, social experiences, 
and individual cognitive-emotional tendencies. For example, 
parental negative control and poor school climate have been 
associated with increased depressive symptoms, with 
depression itself mediating the effects of family variables on 
school adjustment (He et al., 2025). Similarly, childhood 
trauma has been shown to exert long-term effects on 
adolescent depression through complex pathways involving 
borderline personality traits and deficits in self-control 
(Zhong et al., 2024). These findings highlight the layered 
and mediational structures through which environmental 
adversity translates into psychological vulnerability. 
Depression in adolescents is not only shaped by familial 
factors but also by cultural and social elements, such as 
social withdrawal, peer relationships, and community 
integration (Gao et al., 2022; Lee & Lee, 2023). 

Family relationships and parental functioning constitute a 
foundational context for adolescent mental health. Research 
has shown that family functioning interacts with individual 
variables such as self-esteem and peer relationships to shape 
adolescent depression (Huang et al., 2022). More 
specifically, family adaptability and supportive parenting 
practices are protective, while dysfunctional family 
dynamics exacerbate the risk of depressive symptomatology 
(Chang et al., 2023; Lin et al., 2024). Studies have also 

linked childhood parenting styles to long-term difficulties in 
adult interpersonal functioning among depressed patients, 
underscoring how early family environments leave enduring 
imprints on emotional regulation and interpersonal 
competence (Chang et al., 2023). Moreover, negative 
parental affect and family distress have been observed to 
spill over into adolescents’ problematic behaviors such as 
pathological gaming, with depressive symptoms mediating 
these effects (Piao et al., 2022). Taken together, these studies 
suggest that familial environments operate both directly and 
indirectly in shaping adolescents’ depressive vulnerabilities. 

Beyond the family, the peer environment and broader 
social context play equally important roles in influencing 
adolescent depression. Social withdrawal and relational 
aggression victimization have consistently been linked to 
higher depressive symptoms, with self-critical tendencies 
amplifying the negative effects of such experiences (Lee & 
Lee, 2023; Nariswari & Muttaqin, 2023). Similarly, 
delinquent experiences increase vulnerability to self-
injurious behavior, partly through depression and mediated 
by negative self-perceptions (Park & Yoo, 2024). Gender 
identity has also emerged as a salient factor, with evidence 
suggesting that depressive symptoms are moderated by self-
efficacy and family functioning among adolescents 
struggling with identity formation (Hou et al., 2024). Social 
networks, too, can play paradoxical roles: while they provide 
avenues for connection, excessive or objectifying use has 
been shown to foster self-objectification and body 
dissatisfaction, which in turn contribute to depressive 
symptoms (Tang et al., 2024). 

Body dissatisfaction is particularly significant in 
adolescence due to heightened sensitivity to appearance, 
peer comparison, and identity formation. Social media 
exposure, body ideals, and self-objectification processes 
amplify dissatisfaction with one’s physical appearance, 
which has been directly tied to depressive symptoms (Tang 
et al., 2024). Research has demonstrated that adolescents 
experiencing high levels of body dissatisfaction are at 
greater risk for developing negative affect, internalizing 
problems, and maladaptive coping strategies (Yu et al., 
2023). Moreover, body dissatisfaction is not only a direct 
risk factor but also interacts with mediating constructs such 
as self-esteem and resilience, which can either buffer or 
intensify depressive trajectories (Gu et al., 2024; Yu et al., 
2023). These findings underscore the need to conceptualize 
body dissatisfaction not in isolation but within the broader 
psychosocial context of adolescence. 

A 

https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2981-2526
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Self-criticism has been identified as a central cognitive 
vulnerability associated with depression across 
developmental stages. Adolescents who exhibit heightened 
self-critical tendencies are more likely to experience 
depressive symptoms and related psychopathologies such as 
nonsuicidal self-injury (Gao et al., 2023). Self-criticism may 
function both as a mediator and as a moderator: for example, 
in adolescents experiencing relational victimization, self-
criticism exacerbates the link to depression (Nariswari & 
Muttaqin, 2023), while in contexts of parental criticism, it 
intensifies neural and affective responses associated with 
depression (Lisanne et al., 2023). Furthermore, values and 
emotional regulation strategies interact with self-critical 
tendencies, influencing adolescents’ capacity for emotional 
adjustment (Liu et al., 2023). Research suggests that high 
self-criticism may reduce self-compassion and self-esteem, 
weakening protective factors against depression and 
amplifying vulnerability (Gao et al., 2023; Gu et al., 2024). 

Recent scholarship emphasizes the need for integrative 
models that capture both mediators and moderators of 
depression in adolescents. For instance, collective 
integration has been identified as a mediator between sleep 
duration and depression, showing how lifestyle factors exert 
indirect psychological effects (Gao et al., 2022). Similarly, 
self-concept mediates the relationship between childhood 
traumatic experiences and depression, suggesting that 
identity-related processes serve as crucial explanatory 
mechanisms (Hu et al., 2024). Depression also serves as a 
mediator in various contexts, such as in the relationship 
between parental negative control and school climate (He et 
al., 2025), or between suicidal ideation and self-injury 
among adolescents with major depressive disorder (Kang et 
al., 2022). These findings indicate that depression both 
explains and is explained by complex psychosocial 
pathways. Within this expanding framework, self-criticism 
has consistently emerged as a pivotal mediator that translates 
environmental adversity and body dissatisfaction into 
heightened depressive symptoms. 

The majority of recent studies have emphasized that 
cultural and contextual factors shape the pathways to 
adolescent depression. For instance, research conducted in 
East Asian contexts has revealed that collective integration 
and family adaptability play particularly salient roles in 
predicting depressive symptoms (Gao et al., 2022; Lin et al., 
2024). In Indonesia, self-control has been identified as a 
mediator linking internet addiction and depression, 
suggesting that cultural values around self-discipline and 
behavior regulation significantly influence adolescent well-

being (Buntaran et al., 2025). Similarly, evidence from 
China has highlighted the mediating effects of resilience and 
self-esteem in the link between screen time and depression 
(Yu et al., 2023). These cross-cultural findings underscore 
the importance of considering contextualized vulnerabilities 
and protective factors, while at the same time highlighting 
the universality of self-criticism and body dissatisfaction as 
central risk mechanisms. 

Despite the wealth of research exploring predictors of 
adolescent depression, there remain critical gaps in 
understanding the interplay between body dissatisfaction, 
self-criticism, and depressive symptoms. While body 
dissatisfaction has been strongly associated with depression, 
the precise mechanisms through which this relationship 
operates are less clearly delineated. Emerging evidence 
suggests that self-criticism may serve as a mediating 
pathway, translating dissatisfaction with one’s body into 
pervasive negative self-evaluations and subsequent 
depressive symptomatology (Gao et al., 2023; Nariswari & 
Muttaqin, 2023). However, few studies have explicitly 
tested this mediating model in diverse adolescent 
populations. Given that adolescence is marked by both 
heightened concerns about body image and increased 
susceptibility to self-critical cognitions, investigating this 
mediating relationship is both theoretically and clinically 
significant.  

Accordingly, the present study aims to examine the 
relationships between body dissatisfaction, self-criticism, 
and depressive symptoms among adolescents.  

2. Methods and Materials 

2.1. Study Design and Participants 

This study employed a descriptive correlational design to 
investigate the relationships between body dissatisfaction, 
self-criticism, and depressive symptoms among youth. A 
total of 388 participants were recruited from educational 
institutions in Kenya, with the sample size determined using 
the Morgan and Krejcie sample size table, which ensures 
adequate statistical power for medium effect sizes. 
Participants were selected using stratified random sampling 
to capture variation across gender and age groups. Inclusion 
criteria required participants to be between 15 and 24 years 
old, currently enrolled in secondary or tertiary education, 
and willing to provide informed consent. Exclusion criteria 
included diagnosed psychiatric disorders under current 
treatment or refusal to consent. 

https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2981-2526
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2.2. Measures 

The Beck Depression Inventory-II (BDI-II), developed 
by Beck, Steer, and Brown in 1996, is one of the most widely 
used self-report instruments for assessing depressive 
symptoms. The tool consists of 21 items that cover 
cognitive, affective, and somatic aspects of depression. Each 
item is scored on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 0 to 3, 
with higher total scores indicating greater severity of 
depressive symptoms. The BDI-II provides an overall 
severity score but does not contain separate subscales, as it 
was designed to capture the multidimensional experience of 
depression in a single index. Numerous studies have 
confirmed its high internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha 
values typically above 0.85) and test–retest reliability, as 
well as its strong convergent and discriminant validity across 
adolescent and youth populations. 

The Body Shape Questionnaire (BSQ), created by 
Cooper, Taylor, Cooper, and Fairburn in 1987, is a standard 
tool for evaluating body dissatisfaction, particularly 
concerns related to body shape, weight, and self-perception. 
The most common version includes 34 items, though shorter 
validated forms (such as BSQ-16) are also available. 
Respondents rate the frequency of their body-related 
concerns over the past four weeks on a 6-point Likert scale 
ranging from “never” (1) to “always” (6). The questionnaire 
provides a global score reflecting overall dissatisfaction with 
body shape, without distinct subscales. The BSQ has 
demonstrated strong psychometric properties, including 
high internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha values above 
0.90) and well-established validity across different cultures 
and age groups, making it a reliable instrument for research 
on adolescents and young adults. 

The Levels of Self-Criticism Scale (LOSC), developed by 
Thompson and Zuroff in 2004, is a validated self-report 
instrument designed to measure self-critical tendencies. The 
LOSC consists of 22 items grouped into two subscales: 
Internalized Self-Criticism (which reflects the harsh self-
evaluative standards and negative self-judgments) and 
Comparative Self-Criticism (which captures feelings of 
inferiority when comparing oneself to others). Each item is 
rated on a Likert scale from 1 (“not at all true of me”) to 7 

(“very true of me”), with higher scores indicating higher 
levels of self-criticism. The LOSC has demonstrated 
excellent internal consistency for both subscales 
(Cronbach’s alpha values typically ranging from 0.80 to 
0.90) and has been validated in adolescent and youth 
populations. Its reliability and construct validity have been 
confirmed in multiple cross-cultural studies, making it a 
suitable tool for investigating the mediating role of self-
criticism. 

2.3. Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed in two stages. First, descriptive 
statistics including means, standard deviations, frequencies, 
and percentages were computed to summarize participant 
characteristics and study variables. Pearson’s correlation 
coefficients were then calculated using SPSS version 27 to 
assess the bivariate relationships between depressive 
symptoms (dependent variable) and each independent 
variable (body dissatisfaction and self-criticism). Finally, a 
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) approach was applied 
using AMOS version 21 to test the hypothesized mediating 
role of self-criticism in the relationship between body 
dissatisfaction and depressive symptoms. The SEM model 
fit was evaluated using multiple indices, including the Chi-
square statistic, Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis 
Index (TLI), and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation 
(RMSEA). A significance threshold of p < .05 was adopted 
for all inferential analyses. 

3. Findings and Results 

Of the 388 participants, 201 (51.8%) were female and 187 
(48.2%) were male. The age distribution showed that 142 
participants (36.6%) were between 15–17 years, 163 
participants (42.0%) were between 18–20 years, and 83 
participants (21.4%) were aged 21–24 years. Regarding 
educational level, 167 participants (43.0%) were in 
secondary school, 142 (36.6%) were in undergraduate 
programs, and 79 (20.4%) were in diploma or technical 
training. The majority of participants, 278 (71.6%), reported 
residing in urban areas, while 110 (28.4%) came from rural 
areas. 

 

 

 

https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2981-2526
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Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics of Study Variables (N = 388) 

Variable M SD Min Max 
Body Dissatisfaction 72.41 15.82 34 118 
Self-Criticism 89.57 17.46 45 128 
Depressive Symptoms 21.83 10.37 5 49 

 

As shown in Table 1, the mean score for body 
dissatisfaction was 72.41 (SD = 15.82), indicating a 
moderate to high level of appearance concerns among 
adolescents. The mean score for self-criticism was 89.57 
(SD = 17.46), suggesting considerable variability in negative 
self-evaluation across participants. Depressive symptoms 
were also present, with a mean score of 21.83 (SD = 10.37). 
The distribution of scores across all variables fell within 
expected ranges given the standardized measures used, 
confirming sufficient variability for correlational and 
structural equation analyses. 

Prior to analysis, the assumptions for correlation and 
SEM were assessed. Normality was examined using 
skewness and kurtosis values, which for all variables ranged 

between –0.84 and 1.02, falling within the acceptable range 
of –2 to +2. Linearity was evaluated through scatterplots, 
which indicated approximately linear relationships between 
body dissatisfaction, self-criticism, and depressive 
symptoms. Homoscedasticity was confirmed using Levene’s 
test for equality of variances, which was nonsignificant for 
all variables (all p > .12). Multicollinearity was assessed 
through tolerance values (all > 0.42) and Variance Inflation 
Factors (all < 2.3), indicating that multicollinearity was not 
a concern. Outlier detection using Mahalanobis distance 
revealed no cases exceeding the critical chi-square value at 
p < .001, suggesting the data met the assumptions for 
subsequent analyses. 

Table 2 

Pearson Correlation Matrix Between Study Variables 

Variable 1 2 3 
1. Body Dissatisfaction — 

  

2. Self-Criticism .41*** (p < .001) — 
 

3. Depressive Symptoms .46*** (p < .001) .52*** (p < .001) — 
 
Table 2 presents the Pearson correlations among the study 

variables. Body dissatisfaction was significantly correlated 
with self-criticism (r = .41, p < .001) and depressive 
symptoms (r = .46, p < .001). Self-criticism also showed a 
significant positive correlation with depressive symptoms (r 

= .52, p < .001). These results suggest that adolescents who 
experience higher body dissatisfaction also report higher 
levels of self-criticism and depressive symptoms, providing 
initial support for the hypothesized mediation model. 

Table 3 

Fit Indices of the Structural Equation Model 

Fit Index Value Recommended Threshold 
χ² 132.87 — 
df 62 — 
χ²/df 2.14 < 3.00 
GFI .93 ≥ .90 
AGFI .91 ≥ .90 
CFI .94 ≥ .90 
TLI .92 ≥ .90 
RMSEA .051 ≤ .08 

 
As shown in Table 3, the SEM model demonstrated a 

good overall fit to the data. The chi-square statistic was 
132.87 with 62 degrees of freedom, yielding a χ²/df ratio of 
2.14, well below the recommended cutoff of 3.00. 

https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2981-2526
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Additional indices indicated adequate to strong fit: GFI = 
.93, AGFI = .91, CFI = .94, TLI = .92, and RMSEA = .051. 
Collectively, these results confirm that the hypothesized 

structural model adequately represented the observed 
relationships among body dissatisfaction, self-criticism, and 
depressive symptoms. 

Table 4 

Direct, Indirect, and Total Path Coefficients in the Structural Model 

Path B S.E. β p 
Body Dissatisfaction → Self-Criticism 0.36 0.07 0.41 < .001 
Self-Criticism → Depressive Symptoms 0.44 0.08 0.39 < .001 
Body Dissatisfaction → Depressive Symptoms (Direct) 0.22 0.06 0.28 < .001 
Body Dissatisfaction → Depressive Symptoms (Indirect via Self-Criticism) 0.21 0.05 0.16 < .001 
Body Dissatisfaction → Depressive Symptoms (Total) 0.43 0.07 0.44 < .001 

 

Table 4 presents the direct, indirect, and total effects of 
the study variables. Body dissatisfaction significantly 
predicted self-criticism (B = 0.36, β = 0.41, p < .001). Self-
criticism, in turn, significantly predicted depressive 
symptoms (B = 0.44, β = 0.39, p < .001). In addition, body 
dissatisfaction maintained a significant direct effect on 
depressive symptoms (B = 0.22, β = 0.28, p < .001). The 

indirect effect of body dissatisfaction on depressive 
symptoms via self-criticism was also significant (B = 0.21, 
β = 0.16, p < .001), supporting partial mediation. The total 
effect (B = 0.43, β = 0.44, p < .001) indicates that both direct 
and indirect pathways contribute substantially to depressive 
symptoms, confirming the mediating role of self-criticism in 
the model. 

Figure 1 

Structural Model of The Study 

 
 
 

https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2981-2526
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4. Discussion and Conclusion 

The present study examined the relationship between 
body dissatisfaction and depressive symptoms among 
adolescents, focusing on the mediating role of self-criticism. 
Using correlational analysis and structural equation 
modeling, the findings confirmed that body dissatisfaction 
significantly predicted depressive symptoms, and that self-
criticism partially mediated this relationship. This suggests 
that while dissatisfaction with body image directly 
contributes to depressive affect, its impact is magnified 
when accompanied by harsh self-critical cognitions. 
Adolescents who perceive their bodies negatively are more 
prone to internalize these concerns, leading to persistent self-
criticism and subsequent depressive symptoms. 

The finding that body dissatisfaction is strongly linked to 
depressive symptoms aligns with extensive literature 
documenting the negative consequences of appearance 
concerns during adolescence. Tang and colleagues (Tang et 
al., 2024) demonstrated that social network use fosters self-
objectification, which in turn heightens body dissatisfaction 
and contributes to depression, echoing the current study’s 
observation that dissatisfaction with physical appearance 
constitutes a potent predictor of depressive symptoms. 
Similarly, Yu et al. (Yu et al., 2023) found that increased 
screen time predicts depressive symptoms in Chinese 
adolescents, with self-esteem and resilience serving as 
mediators. Their results reinforce the present study by 
suggesting that dissatisfaction or vulnerability in self-
concept domains, whether body image or self-worth, can 
translate into depressive outcomes. 

The mediating role of self-criticism revealed in this study 
resonates with findings by Gao et al. (Gao et al., 2023), who 
highlighted that adolescents high in self-criticism and low in 
self-compassion reported more depressive symptoms and 
nonsuicidal self-injury. Our results corroborate this by 
showing that self-critical tendencies represent an important 
pathway through which body dissatisfaction exerts its 
effects. Self-criticism, as a maladaptive cognitive style, may 
intensify negative body perceptions by amplifying internal 
judgments, leading adolescents to perceive themselves as 
inadequate not only physically but globally. This echoes 
Nariswari and Muttaqin (Nariswari & Muttaqin, 2023), who 
reported that self-criticism mediated the relationship 
between relational aggression victimization and depression, 
suggesting that self-critical cognition is a transdiagnostic 

mechanism that links adverse experiences to depression 
across contexts. 

The results are also consistent with neurocognitive 
evidence. Lisanne and colleagues (Lisanne et al., 2023) 
demonstrated that adolescents with depression exhibit 
heightened affective and neural responses to parental 
criticism, suggesting that criticism—whether external or 
internalized as self-criticism—triggers depressive 
cognitions. The current study’s findings align with this 
perspective, indicating that self-criticism functions as an 
internalized form of persistent evaluative threat that 
perpetuates depressive states. Moreover, Liu et al. (Liu et al., 
2023) found that emotional adjustment among adolescents is 
shaped by values and emotion regulation strategies, 
highlighting how cognitive-emotional processes influence 
depression. Self-criticism, as shown here, may undermine 
adaptive regulation by perpetuating negative self-focus. 

The findings further extend work on family influences 
and interpersonal experiences. Research has shown that poor 
family functioning, lack of adaptability, and parental 
negative control significantly increase depressive symptoms 
in adolescents (He et al., 2025; Huang et al., 2022; Lin et al., 
2024). Our study complements these findings by indicating 
that adolescents from unsupportive or critical family 
environments may internalize these experiences, developing 
self-critical tendencies that mediate the pathway toward 
depression. Similarly, Chang, Huang, and Wang (Chang et 
al., 2023) reported that negative parenting styles predict 
interpersonal difficulties in adulthood, highlighting how 
early relational patterns contribute to later vulnerability. Hu 
et al. (Hu et al., 2024) also demonstrated that self-concept 
mediates the link between childhood trauma and adolescent 
depression, paralleling our finding that self-criticism 
mediates the effect of body dissatisfaction. Both findings 
emphasize the role of cognitive self-evaluations in 
explaining how adverse experiences evolve into depressive 
symptoms. 

The results also complement evidence from studies on 
cultural and lifestyle factors. Gao et al. (Gao et al., 2022) 
reported that collective integration mediated the association 
between sleep duration and depression among adolescents, 
underscoring that mediational processes are central to 
understanding depressive pathways. Likewise, Buntaran and 
colleagues (Buntaran et al., 2025) demonstrated that self-
control mediates the link between internet addiction and 
depression among Indonesian adolescents. These findings 
align with the current study in showing that adolescents’ 
cognitive-emotional processes—whether self-control, self-

https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2981-2526
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concept, or self-criticism—serve as crucial mediators that 
transform vulnerabilities into depressive outcomes. 

Our findings support integrative models that emphasize 
mediational and moderational dynamics in adolescent 
depression. For example, Hou et al. (Hou et al., 2024) 
revealed that the relationship between gender identity and 
depressive symptoms was moderated by self-efficacy and 
family functioning. Similarly, Park and Yoo (Park & Yoo, 
2024) found that delinquent experiences increased self-
injury through depression, with negative self-perceptions 
playing a mediating role. Kang and colleagues (Kang et al., 
2022) further demonstrated that the severity of depression 
mediates the relationship between suicidal ideation and self-
injury in adolescents with major depressive disorder. 
Together with our results, these findings confirm that 
depression does not emerge from linear pathways but from 
layered interactions between risk experiences, cognitive 
vulnerabilities, and moderating protective factors. 

The unique contribution of the present study is the 
identification of self-criticism as a mediating mechanism 
between body dissatisfaction and depressive symptoms. 
While prior work has highlighted mediators such as 
resilience, self-esteem, self-concept, and self-control (Gu et 
al., 2024; Hu et al., 2024; Yu et al., 2023; Zhong et al., 2024), 
fewer studies have directly tested self-criticism in this role. 
By establishing self-criticism as a mediator, the findings 
underscore the importance of internalized evaluative 
processes in transforming dissatisfaction with one’s body 
into depressive experiences. This insight adds to the 
literature on cognitive vulnerability by emphasizing self-
criticism as a pivotal target for intervention. 

The results provide important theoretical implications. 
First, they reinforce cognitive-behavioral perspectives that 
conceptualize depression as maintained by maladaptive 
thought patterns such as self-criticism (Gao et al., 2023). 
Second, they contribute to developmental psychopathology 
frameworks by demonstrating how a normative 
developmental issue—body dissatisfaction—can escalate 
into depression through maladaptive cognitive processes. 
Third, they enrich cultural psychology perspectives by 
highlighting parallels with mediational mechanisms found in 
diverse contexts, such as collective integration in China 
(Gao et al., 2022) and self-control in Indonesia (Buntaran et 
al., 2025). These theoretical implications collectively 
advance the understanding of adolescent depression as a 
multifaceted phenomenon shaped by both contextual 
vulnerabilities and cognitive mediators. 

5. Limitations & Suggestions 

Despite its contributions, the study has several limitations 
that warrant acknowledgment. First, the use of a cross-
sectional design precludes causal inferences; while self-
criticism mediated the relationship between body 
dissatisfaction and depressive symptoms, longitudinal 
studies are needed to confirm the temporal order of these 
relationships. Second, the data relied on self-report 
measures, which may be influenced by response biases such 
as social desirability or inaccurate self-perception. Third, the 
sample, while adequate in size, was drawn from a specific 
national context (Kenya), which may limit generalizability 
to adolescents in other cultural settings where body image 
norms and self-critical tendencies may differ. Fourth, 
potential moderating factors such as gender, socioeconomic 
status, and family functioning were not extensively 
analyzed, though prior research has shown their relevance 
(Hou et al., 2024; Huang et al., 2022). Finally, while 
structural equation modeling provided robust insights, the 
model did not include other relevant mediators such as self-
esteem, resilience, or social support, which have been shown 
to play critical roles in adolescent depression (Gu et al., 
2024; Lin et al., 2024; Yu et al., 2023). 

Future research should address these limitations by 
employing longitudinal designs to establish causal pathways 
and clarify how body dissatisfaction, self-criticism, and 
depressive symptoms interact over time. Multi-method 
approaches, including behavioral tasks, interviews, and 
neurocognitive measures, could reduce reliance on self-
report data and provide richer insights. Cross-cultural 
studies comparing adolescents across different contexts 
would be valuable for examining whether self-criticism 
mediates the body dissatisfaction–depression link 
universally or whether cultural factors moderate these 
relationships. Future work should also explore gender 
differences in greater depth, as female adolescents often 
report higher body dissatisfaction and self-critical 
tendencies. Moreover, incorporating additional mediators 
(e.g., resilience, peer support, and emotion regulation 
strategies) and moderators (e.g., family functioning, 
socioeconomic status, identity development) would help 
build more comprehensive models of adolescent depression. 
Finally, experimental or intervention-based studies that aim 
to reduce self-criticism or body dissatisfaction could provide 
direct evidence of their causal roles in alleviating depressive 
symptoms. 

https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2981-2526
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From a practical standpoint, the study highlights the 
importance of addressing self-criticism in prevention and 
intervention programs for adolescent depression. School-
based mental health initiatives should incorporate 
psychoeducation about self-critical thoughts, teaching 
adolescents to challenge and reframe negative self-
perceptions. Counseling interventions should focus on 
fostering self-compassion and body acceptance as protective 
factors against depression. Parents and teachers should be 
trained to reduce critical communication patterns and 
encourage supportive feedback, thereby minimizing the 
internalization of negative self-views. Public health 
campaigns could also address body dissatisfaction by 
promoting diverse body ideals and healthy self-concept 
development. Importantly, interventions should be culturally 
sensitive, tailoring approaches to the sociocultural contexts 
in which adolescents develop. 
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