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The present study aimed to determine the relationship between the school social-
emotional climate and student bullying through the mediating variable of
alexithymia. In terms of purpose, this study was applied research, and in terms of
nature and method, it was a descriptive-correlational study. The statistical
population included all secondary school students in Educational Districts 1 and 3
of Tehran. The sample size was determined using the G*Power software. The
sampling method employed in this study was systematic random sampling. The
participants completed the Illinois Bullying Questionnaire, the Toronto Alexithymia
Scale developed by Graeme J. Taylor and colleagues (1994), and the School Social-
Emotional Climate Questionnaire developed by Karami et al. (2009). The findings
indicated that the path coefficient between the school social-emotional climate and
students’ alexithymia (-0.39) was negative, and 15% of the variance in students’
alexithymia was explained by the school social-emotional climate. Furthermore,
there was a positive and significant path coefficient between alexithymia (0.36) and
student bullying, and overall, the indirect path was statistically significant.
Keywords: School social-emotional climate, bullying, alexithymia.

1. Introduction

ullying is recognized as one of the most pervasive and
harmful psychosocial problems among children and
adolescents and has become a major concern in educational
research
Contemporary perspectives define bullying as a repetitive
form of aggressive behavior characterized by an imbalance

systems and mental health

in physical, verbal, relational, or cyber forms (Espelage &
Swearer, 2003; Smith et al., 2019). During adolescence,
bullying behaviors are associated with a broad range of
negative outcomes, including emotional distress, academic
decline, social maladjustment, depression, anxiety, low self-
esteem, and long-term interpersonal difficulties (Gaffney et
al., 2019; Liu et al., 2024). Recent evidence also suggests
that bullying and victimization are increasingly influenced

worldwide.

of power between the perpetrator and the victim, occurring
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by emotional wvulnerabilities, maladaptive coping
mechanisms, and deficiencies in  socio-emotional
competencies (Manzoor et al., 2026; Rodriguez-Hidalgo et
al., 2025). Consequently, identifying the psychosocial and
emotional determinants of bullying among adolescents has
become a critical priority in developmental and educational
psychology.

School represents one of the primary social environments
in which adolescents develop interpersonal relationships,
emotional competencies, and behavioral norms. The quality
of the school environment, particularly the social-emotional
climate of the school, plays a fundamental role in shaping
students’  psychological well-being and behavioral
adjustment (Kalkan & Dagli, 2021; Maxwell et al., 2017).
School social-emotional climate refers to students’
perceptions of emotional  support, interpersonal
relationships, fairness, acceptance, autonomy, safety, and
the overall quality of interactions within the educational
environment (KarimZade & Mohseni, 2006). A positive
school climate fosters emotional security, social
connectedness, empathy, and adaptive coping strategies,
whereas a negative climate contributes to emotional
dysregulation, aggression, social withdrawal, and
maladaptive behaviors such as bullying (Coelho & Sousa,
2021; Yun, 2020). Researchers have consistently
emphasized that students who perceive their school
environment as supportive and emotionally secure are less
likely to engage in bullying behaviors and more likely to
demonstrate prosocial conduct and social responsibility
(Saeedi et al., 2021; Shirani et al., 2021).

The influence of school climate on aggressive and
bullying behaviors can be explained through multiple
psychological and social mechanisms. Social learning
perspectives suggest that adolescents internalize behavioral
norms and emotional patterns through interactions with
peers, teachers, and school authorities. Therefore, schools
characterized by supportive relationships and emotional
responsiveness tend to reduce hostility and interpersonal
aggression (Espelage & Holt, 2013). In contrast, emotionally
cold or conflict-ridden school environments may normalize
aggression, weaken emotional bonds, and increase the
probability of bullying behaviors. Empirical studies have
demonstrated that poor school climate is significantly
associated with bullying perpetration, victimization, school
burnout, emotional maladjustment, and reduced academic
engagement (Kalkan & Dagli, 2021; Maxwell et al., 2017).
Moreover, interventions targeting school climate have
shown meaningful reductions in bullying prevalence and
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improvements in students’ emotional and social functioning
(Gaffney et al., 2019).

Although environmental factors such as school climate
play a significant role in bullying behaviors, contemporary
research increasingly highlights the importance of emotional
processing variables in understanding adolescents’
aggressive conduct. One of the most important constructs in
this domain is alexithymia. Alexithymia is conceptualized as
a multidimensional personality construct involving
difficulty identifying feelings, difficulty describing
emotions, and an externally oriented cognitive style
(O'Dowd, 2020). Individuals with alexithymia experience
impairments in emotional awareness and emotional
expression, leading to ineffective emotional regulation and
maladaptive interpersonal functioning (Kim et al., 2020).
Adolescents with high levels of alexithymia may struggle to
understand both their own emotions and the emotions of
others, thereby increasing emotional frustration, impulsive
reactions, and aggressive tendencies.

The role of alexithymia in externalizing behaviors has
received increasing empirical attention in recent years.
Studies have shown that alexithymia is associated with
emotional  dysregulation, psychosomatic  symptoms,
interpersonal conflicts, aggression, and maladaptive coping
strategies (Conti et al., 2019; Mazzone & Camodeca, 2018).
In the context of bullying, adolescents who have difficulty
processing emotions may use aggression as a compensatory
mechanism for unresolved emotional tension or impaired
emotional communication.  Several studies have
demonstrated a significant positive relationship between
alexithymia and both traditional and cyberbullying
behaviors (Wachs et al., 2017; Wachs & Wright, 2018).
Similarly, research has indicated that difficulties in
emotional awareness and emotional regulation significantly
predict bullying perpetration among adolescents (Shabahang
et al., 2019). These findings suggest that emotional deficits
may function as a core psychological mechanism underlying
aggressive peer interactions.

Another important aspect of alexithymia is its association
with empathy deficits and impaired social cognition.
Adolescents with alexithymic characteristics often exhibit
lower levels of empathic understanding and reduced ability
to interpret social-emotional cues, which may facilitate
aggressive or bullying behaviors toward peers (Sen
Demirdogen et al., 2022). Research examining emotional
competencies in bullying contexts has shown that empathy,
emotional regulation, and socio-emotional awareness are
protective factors against aggression and victimization
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(Asghari Sharbiyani & Basharpoor, 2021; Shirani et al.,
2021). Conversely, emotional disconnection and emotional
suppression increase vulnerability to hostile interactions and
antisocial behavior. These findings underscore the
importance of examining emotional variables as mediators

linking environmental experiences and behavioral
outcomes.
Theoretical frameworks in developmental

psychopathology also support the mediating role of
emotional processes between contextual experiences and
behavioral functioning. According to socio-emotional
development theories, adolescents’ emotional competencies
are shaped through continuous interactions with family,
school, and peer systems. Supportive environments facilitate
emotional identification and emotional expression, whereas
invalidating or emotionally unsupportive contexts contribute
to emotional confusion and dysregulation. In school settings,
students who experience acceptance, fairness, and emotional
support may develop stronger emotional awareness and
interpersonal sensitivity, thereby reducing the likelihood of
engaging in bullying behaviors (Coelho & Sousa, 2021;
Kalkan & Dagli, 2021). In contrast, negative school climates
may intensify emotional suppression, social alienation, and
maladaptive coping responses.

Previous empirical investigations have provided
substantial evidence for the independent relationships
among school climate, emotional competencies,
alexithymia, and bullying behaviors. Studies have shown
that positive school climate predicts lower rates of bullying
and greater school belongingness (Kalkan & Dagli, 2021;
Maxwell et al., 2017). Other studies have demonstrated that
emotional competencies and emotional intelligence
significantly reduce aggressive behaviors and improve
adolescents’ social adjustment (Nikooyeh E & Mohammadi
Avria, 2025; Sarzosa & Urzua, 2021). Additionally, research
on cyberbullying indicates that emotional vulnerabilities and
ineffective coping styles increase adolescents’ susceptibility
to aggressive online behaviors (Manzoor et al., 2026;
Rodriguez-Hidalgo et al., 2025). Research focusing
specifically on alexithymia has consistently identified
significant associations between emotional processing
deficits and bullying perpetration (Shabahang et al., 2019;
Wachs et al., 2017).

Despite these findings, several gaps remain in the existing
literature. First, many previous studies have examined
bullying primarily from behavioral or social perspectives
while paying insufficient attention to emotional mediating
mechanisms. Second, although school climate and
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alexithymia have each been independently linked to
bullying, fewer studies have investigated the mediating role
of alexithymia in the relationship between school social-
emotional climate and bullying behaviors. Third, much of
the available literature has focused on cyberbullying or
Western populations, limiting the generalizability of
findings to adolescents in other sociocultural contexts
(Manzoor et al., 2026; Rodriguez-Hidalgo et al., 2025).
Moreover, bullying behaviors among adolescents in
educational settings remain influenced by contextual,
cultural, and interpersonal dynamics that necessitate further
investigation in non-Western societies.

In recent years, researchers have increasingly emphasized
the role of socio-emotional skills in preventing bullying and
promoting healthy peer relationships. Emotional awareness,
empathy, emotional regulation, and social connectedness are
now considered essential protective factors against
adolescent aggression (Coelho & Sousa, 2021; Yun, 2020).
School-based interventions designed to improve emotional
climate and strengthen social-emotional competencies have
demonstrated effectiveness in reducing bullying behaviors
and enhancing psychological well-being (Gaffney et al.,
2019). These findings highlight the necessity of
understanding not only direct relationships between
environmental and behavioral variables but also the
psychological pathways through which school experiences
influence adolescent behavior.

Furthermore, the increasing prevalence of bullying in
both traditional and digital contexts has intensified concerns
regarding
interpersonal functioning. Cross-cultural research indicates
that bullying patterns may vary according to gender, cultural
norms, emotional competencies, and social structures (Smith
et al., 2019). Adolescents who lack emotional awareness or
experience difficulty interpreting interpersonal situations
may become more vulnerable to aggressive interactions and
maladaptive social behaviors. From this perspective,
alexithymia may serve as a critical explanatory mechanism
linking environmental stressors to bullying behaviors.
Understanding these mechanisms may contribute to the
development of more effective prevention and intervention
programs targeting emotional functioning within school
environments.

Another important issue concerns the relational
architecture of school interactions and the broader
psychosocial context in which adolescent behaviors emerge.
School climate influences not only students’ academic
outcomes but also their perceptions of justice, interpersonal

adolescents’ emotional adjustment and
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trust, emotional safety, and social belonging (Xing Tan,
2023). Positive relational structures within schools can
strengthen emotional resilience and social adaptation,
whereas negative relational dynamics may reinforce
hostility and emotional detachment. Therefore, examining
bullying behaviors through an integrated socio-emotional
framework provides a more comprehensive understanding
of adolescent psychosocial functioning.

Considering the significant prevalence of bullying among
adolescents, the psychological consequences associated with
aggressive peer interactions, and the growing evidence
regarding the importance of emotional competencies and
school climate, investigating the mediating role of
alexithymia appears theoretically and practically important.
Identifying emotional mechanisms that connect school
social-emotional climate to bullying behaviors may provide
valuable insights for educational psychologists, school
counselors, and mental health professionals seeking to
design effective prevention and intervention strategies.
Therefore, the present study aimed to determine the
relationship between school social-emotional climate and
student bullying through the mediating role of alexithymia.

2. Methods and Materials
2.1.  Study Design and Participants

Selecting an appropriate research method is considered
the cornerstone of any scientific study, because disregarding
the compatibility between the research method and the
research question seriously undermines the achievement of
the study objectives. In terms of purpose, the present study
was applied research, and in terms of nature and method, it
was a descriptive-correlational study. The descriptive-
correlational method using Structural Equation Modeling
(SEM) is a type of multivariate analysis that examines the
relationships between observed variables and latent
variables (theoretical constructs). The statistical population
of the present study included all secondary school students
in Educational Districts 1 and 3 of Tehran. The sample size
was determined using G*Power software. Based on the
calculations performed, the sample size was estimated to be
220 participants. The sampling method was systematic
random sampling. This method is a type of random sampling
in which sample members are selected at fixed intervals
from an ordered list. Accordingly, the population size was
divided by the sample size, and the resulting number was
considered the sampling interval. Then, a starting point was
selected randomly, and the samples were selected according
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to the calculated interval from that point onward. It should
be noted that sampling was conducted proportionate to the
gender distribution of the statistical population (girls’ and
boys’ schools).

The participants completed the research questionnaires
both in person and through an online link. In the present
study, the data analysis process was conducted at two levels:
descriptive statistics and inferential statistics. Prior to
participation, all participants were informed both verbally
and in writing about the objectives of the study, the
implementation process, and the potential benefits and risks.
Participation in the study was entirely voluntary, and
participants were allowed to withdraw from the study at any
stage. Participants’ personal information (e.g., names and
contact numbers) was recorded in coded form, and access to
the data was restricted exclusively to the research team.

2.2. Measures

Illinois Bullying Scale: The lllinois Bullying Scale
consists of 18 items and three subscales, including bullying,
fighting, and victimization, which are scored based on a
Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (seven times or
more), according to the severity of bullying behaviors. The
bullying subscale includes items 1, 2, 8, 9, 14, 15, 16, 17,
and 18; the fighting subscale includes items 3, 10, 11, 12,
and 13; and the victimization subscale includes items 4, 5, 6,
and 7. Dorothy L. Espelage and Melissa K. Holt (2013)
reported Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of .83, .87, .83, and
.88 for the total scale and the bullying, fighting, and
victimization subscales, respectively. The findings of these
researchers also indicated satisfactory convergent and
discriminant validity of the scale. According to the obtained
results, the Illinois Bullying Scale demonstrated an
appropriate correlation with the Achenbach Aggression
Scale, and a significant difference was observed between the
bullying and victimization dimensions of the scale (Espelage
& Holt, 2001). In Iran, Chalmeh reported Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients of .89, .90, .71, and .83 for the total scale and
the bullying, fighting, and victimization subscales,
respectively; split-half reliability coefficients of .73, .83, .65,
and .62; and test-retest reliability coefficients of .79, .77, .68,
and .74. Regarding the validity of the scale, Chalmeh
confirmed the concurrent validity of the Illinois Bullying
Scale by examining its relationship with the Buss—Perry
Aggression Questionnaire. The correlation coefficients
between the subscales and the total scale also indicated
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satisfactory validity of the Illinois Bullying Scale (Chalmeh,
2013).

Alexithymia Questionnaire: The Toronto Alexithymia
Scale developed by R. Michael Bagby, Parker, and Graeme
J. Taylor (1994) consists of 20 items and three subscales:
difficulty identifying feelings, difficulty describing feelings,
and externally oriented thinking. The scale is scored on a
five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to
5 (strongly agree). A total score is also calculated from the
sum of the three subscales for alexithymia (minimum and
maximum scores range from 20 to 100). Individuals
obtaining scores of 61 or above are identified as having high
alexithymia. Initially, items 4, 5, 10, 18, and 19 are reverse
scored. The response options are scored as follows: strongly
disagree = 1, disagree = 2, neither disagree nor agree = 3,
agree = 4, and strongly agree = 5. Subsequently, the score
for each of the three subscales, including difficulty
identifying feelings, difficulty describing feelings, and
externally oriented thinking, is calculated by summing the
scores of the items corresponding to each subscale. The
minimum and maximum scores for the difficulty identifying
feelings subscale range from 7 to 35; for the difficulty
describing feelings subscale from 5 to 25; and for the
externally oriented thinking subscale from 8 to 40.

School Social-Emotional Climate Questionnaire: This
questionnaire was originally developed in India and
translated into Persian in Iran by Karami and Badrakhani,
and was standardized by Pasha Amiri in 2009. The
questionnaire originally contained 65 items, six of which
were removed by the Ministry of Education, leaving 59
items. Following standardization, the questionnaire was
reduced to 44 items, and the 44-item version was used in the
present study. Participants evaluated each item based on
their own opinions and beliefs using yes/no responses. The
questionnaire includes four components: acceptance,
support, structure, and autonomy. The scoring method is
binary (0 and 1), such that a response indicating student
satisfaction with the school climate receives a score of 1,
while the alternative response receives a score of 0. Test
reliability was assessed using the test-retest method, yielding
a coefficient of .68 for the total scale, which was statistically
significant at the .01 level. Internal consistency was assessed
using the Kuder—Richardson method, resulting in a
coefficient of .81 (Karimzadeh & Mohseni, 2006).
Regarding validity, face validity, content validity,
convergent construct validity, discriminant validity, and
factorial validity were examined. To establish convergent
validity, the Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory was used,
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yielding a correlation coefficient of r = .68. Using principal
component analysis, the correlations of all items with the
total score exceeded .35, indicating acceptable validity of the
instrument. Discriminant construct validity of the
questionnaire was examined with the 45-item version
administered to students and evaluated using the
independent samples t-test while considering equality of
variances through Levene’s test. The significance coefficient
of this test was .002.

2.3. Data Analysis

This study was conducted in two stages: descriptive-
correlational analysis and Structural Equation Modeling
(SEM). In the first stage, linear relationships among
variables were identified and described without
manipulating the variables. In the second stage, causal-
explanatory models were tested through the integration of
Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) and Path Analysis in
order to evaluate the fit of the theoretical model with the
empirical data. This method provides a statistical framework
for testing complex hypotheses regarding relationships
among variables and enables the examination of both direct
and indirect effects among variables.

3. Findings and Results

In the section describing the demographic characteristics
of the sample, the results indicated that among the total
participants, 44 individuals (20%) were in the 11-year-old
age group, 73 individuals (33.2%) were in the 12-year-old
age group, and 103 individuals (46.8%) were in the 13-year-
old age group, indicating the predominance of the 13-year-
old age group in the research sample. Regarding economic
status, 58 individuals (26.4%) were classified as having low
economic status, 110 individuals (50%) as having moderate
economic status, and 52 individuals (23.6%) as having good
economic status, with the highest frequency belonging to the
moderate economic status group. Furthermore, the
distribution of the number of children in the families showed
that 93 individuals (42.3%) were only children, 81
individuals (36.8%) had two children in the family, and 46
individuals (20.9%) belonged to families with three or more
children. These findings indicate that the majority of the
sample consisted of 13-year-old students with moderate
economic status who were predominantly only children or
had one sibling. Examination of the descriptive indices of
the research variables demonstrated that the mean scores for
alexithymia, school social-emotional climate, and bullying
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were 53.54, 113.20, and 48.01, respectively. The results of
the Kolmogorov—-Smirnov test showed that all variables had
significance levels above .05; therefore, the data distribution

Table 1

Convergent Validity and Reliability of the Research Variables

Psychological Research in Individuals with Exceptional Needs 4:2 (2026) 1-11

was normal. The evaluation of model fit, convergent
validity, and reliability of the research variables is reported
in Table 1.

Variable Cronbach’s Alpha (Alpha>.70) rho_A Composite Reliability (CR >.70) AVE (AVE >.50) SRMR <.08
School Social-Emotional Climate  .995 .996 .996 .835 .039
Bullying 991 .992 .992 871 —
Alexithymia .985 .985 .986 775 —

Cronbach’s alpha, rho A coefficient, and composite
reliability values for all variables were greater than .70;
therefore, the reliability of all variables was confirmed. The
Average Variance Extracted (AVE) values were consistently
greater than .50, indicating that convergent validity was also
confirmed. Furthermore, the relationship between CR and
AVE was established, as CR values were greater than AVE
values.

Table 2

Direct and Indirect Effects of the Research Variables

In the inferential section, the relationship between school
social-emotional climate and student bullying based on the
mediating role of alexithymia was examined using Partial
Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM).
The path coefficients are presented in Table 2 and Figures 1
and 2.

Path Effects Direct Effect  Significance Level (t-value)  Indirect Effect  Total Effect  Significance Level
School Social-Emotional Climate — Bullying -.203 3.119 -141 -.334 p<.05
School Social-Emotional Climate — Alexithymia  -.391 6.409 — -.391 p<.05
Alexithymia — Bullying .362 5.989 — .362 p<.05

According to Table 2, it can be stated that because the
significance value (t-value) was greater than 1.96 and the
significance level was less than .05, the path coefficients
were significant at the .05 error level. Based on the results,
school social-emotional climate had a significant
relationship with bullying (B = -.203, t = 3.119) and
alexithymia (f = -.391, t = 6.409) among students.
Furthermore, a significant relationship was observed
between alexithymia and student bullying (p = .362, t =
5.989). As can be observed, the indirect effect of school
social-emotional climate on student bullying through the
mediating role of alexithymia was equal to -.141.

Based on Figure 1, in the presence of the mediator
variable alexithymia, the effect size was 22%. Furthermore,
it should be noted that the path coefficient between school
social-emotional climate and students’ alexithymia (-.39)
was negative, and 15% of the variance in students’
alexithymia was explained by school social-emotional
climate. In addition, the path coefficient between
alexithymia (.36) and student bullying was positive and
statistically significant. The bootstrap output used to confirm
the mediating role of alexithymia is presented in Table 3.
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Figure 1
Path coefficients for the relationship between school social-emotional climate and student bullying based on the mediating role of

alexithymia.

Alexithymia
-0.391 0362

-0.203 >

School Social- Bullying
Emotional Climate

Figure 2

t-test values for the relationship between school social-emotional climate and student bullying based on the mediating role of alexithymia.

Alexithymia .

6.409 5.989

e 4

School Social- Bullying

Fmntinnal Climates

Table 3

Testing the Mediating Role of Alexithymia in the Relationship Between School Social-Emotional Climate and Bullying Using the Bootstrap

Method
Path Effects Original Bootstrap Bias  Standard Lower Upper Significance
Sample Sample Error Bound Bound Level
School Social-Emotional Climate — -.141 -.144 - .032 -.207 -.083 .0001
Alexithymia — Bullying .002
As shown in Table 3, the upper and lower confidence confirmed the indirect relationships through the bootstrap
intervals for the indirect relationship between school social- method.
emotional climate and student bullying through the
mediating variable of alexithymia did not include zero, 4. Discussion

indicating that this indirect path was significant in the overall

. . The present study aimed to investigate the relationshi
sample. Overall, the results of the mediation analysis P y g P

between school social-emotional climate and student
bullying through the mediating role of alexithymia among
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secondary school students. The findings demonstrated that
school social-emotional climate had a significant negative
relationship with both bullying and alexithymia among
students. Furthermore, alexithymia showed a significant
positive relationship with bullying behaviors. The results of
the structural equation model also confirmed the mediating
role of alexithymia in the relationship between school social-
emotional climate and bullying. In other words, a favorable
school social-emotional climate was associated with lower
levels of alexithymia, which in turn reduced the likelihood
of bullying behaviors among adolescents. These findings
indicate that both environmental and emotional factors
contribute simultaneously to the emergence or prevention of
bullying behaviors in educational settings.

One of the major findings of the present study was the
significant negative relationship between school social-
emotional climate and bullying. This finding is consistent
with the results of previous studies demonstrating that
positive school climate functions as a protective factor
against aggressive and antisocial behaviors among students
(Kalkan & Dagli, 2021; Saeedi et al., 2021; Shirani et al.,
2021). Similarly, studies have shown that schools
characterized by emotional support, positive interpersonal
relationships, fairness, acceptance, and student engagement
report lower levels of bullying and victimization (Espelage
& Holt, 2013; Maxwell et al., 2017). School social-
emotional climate creates a psychological environment in
which students experience emotional safety, belongingness,
and social acceptance. Such environments strengthen
students’ emotional adjustment and reduce tendencies
toward hostility, impulsivity, and aggressive interactions.
Conversely, emotionally unsupportive school climates may
intensify interpersonal conflicts, emotional frustration, and
social alienation, thereby increasing the likelihood of
bullying behaviors.

The findings of the present study may also be interpreted
within the framework of social learning and ecological
theories. According to these perspectives, adolescents
acquire behavioral norms and emotional responses through
continuous interaction with their social environments,
particularly schools and peer groups (Espelage & Swearer,
2003). A positive school climate provides opportunities for
cooperative learning, emotional communication, empathy
development, and constructive conflict resolution. These
experiences reinforce prosocial behaviors and reduce
aggressive tendencies. In contrast, negative school climates
characterized by emotional neglect, unfair treatment, or
weak social cohesion may normalize aggression and reduce

Psychological Research in Individuals with Exceptional Needs 4:2 (2026) 1-11

emotional accountability among students. The findings of
Gaffney et al. indicated that school-based interventions
targeting emotional and relational aspects of school climate
significantly reduce bullying prevalence (Gaffney et al.,
2019). Therefore, the current findings further support the
argument that school climate is not merely an environmental
variable but an influential psychosocial factor affecting
adolescents’ emotional and behavioral functioning.

Another important finding of this study was the
significant negative relationship between school social-
emotional climate and alexithymia. Students who perceived
their school climate as more supportive and emotionally
positive demonstrated lower levels of difficulty in
identifying and expressing emotions. This finding aligns
with previous studies emphasizing the role of emotionally
supportive environments in fostering emotional awareness
and emotional regulation skills (Coelho & Sousa, 2021;
Kalkan & Dagli, 2021). Adolescence represents a critical
developmental period during which emotional competencies
are shaped through social experiences and interpersonal
interactions. In supportive school contexts, students receive
emotional validation, empathy, and opportunities for healthy
emotional expression, which facilitate emotional literacy
and self-awareness. Conversely, emotionally cold or
conflictual environments may suppress emotional
communication and contribute to emotional confusion and
detachment.

The association between school climate and alexithymia
can also be explained through attachment and emotional
development frameworks. Adolescents require emotionally
secure environments to develop adaptive emotional
processing capacities. Positive relationships with teachers
and peers may help students identify, label, and regulate
emotions more effectively. Emotional support and
acceptance within school settings may reduce internal
emotional tension and enhance emotional communication
skills. Research has demonstrated that emotional
competencies are significantly associated with social
adjustment, interpersonal functioning, and psychological
well-being (Nikooyeh E & Mohammadi Aria, 2025; Sarzosa
& Urzua, 2021). Therefore, students who experience
emotionally responsive school environments may be less
likely to develop alexithymic characteristics such as
emotional suppression or externally oriented thinking.

The present findings also revealed that alexithymia had a
significant positive relationship with bullying behaviors.
This finding is highly consistent with previous studies
indicating that emotional processing deficits contribute to
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aggressive and bullying behaviors among adolescents
(Shabahang et al., 2019; Wachs et al., 2017; Wachs &
Wright, 2018). Adolescents with alexithymic characteristics
often experience difficulty recognizing and verbalizing
emotional experiences, which may increase emotional
frustration and maladaptive coping behaviors. Because these
individuals struggle to regulate emotional distress
effectively, they may externalize their emotions through
aggression, hostility, or bullying behaviors toward peers.
Emotional unawareness may also impair empathic
responsiveness, making it more difficult for adolescents to
understand the emational consequences of their aggressive
actions.

The relationship between alexithymia and bullying may
additionally be interpreted through the lens of emotional
dysregulation theories. Emotional regulation requires
accurate identification, interpretation, and expression of
emotional states. Individuals with alexithymia lack these
competencies and may therefore rely on impulsive or
maladaptive behavioral responses in emotionally stressful
situations. Research has shown that adolescents with deficits
in emotional awareness and empathy exhibit higher levels of
bullying perpetration and interpersonal aggression (Sen
Demirdogen et al., 2022). Similarly, studies on
cyberbullying  have  emphasized that emotional
vulnerabilities and maladaptive coping styles significantly
increase the likelihood of aggressive online behaviors
(Manzoor et al., 2026; Rodriguez-Hidalgo et al., 2025).
These findings suggest that alexithymia may function as an
important emotional risk factor underlying both traditional
and cyber forms of bullying.

The mediating role of alexithymia in the relationship
between school social-emotional climate and bullying
constitutes one of the most important findings of the present
study. The bootstrap analysis confirmed that the indirect
effect of school social-emotional climate on bullying
through alexithymia was statistically significant. This
finding suggests that school climate influences bullying not
only directly but also indirectly through its effects on
adolescents’ emotional functioning. In supportive and
emotionally secure school environments, students may
develop healthier emotional awareness and communication
skills, which reduce emotional suppression and alexithymic
tendencies. As a result, they become less likely to engage in
aggressive or bullying behaviors.

This mediating mechanism can be explained through
socio-emotional development models emphasizing the
interaction between environmental and emotional factors in
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shaping adolescent behavior. School climate influences
students’ emotional experiences by providing social
feedback, emotional validation, and opportunities for
emotional learning. Positive school environments strengthen
emotional competencies and empathy, thereby reducing
emotional dysregulation and aggression (Coelho & Sousa,
2021; Yun, 2020). In contrast, emotionally unsupportive
school contexts may contribute to emotional disconnection
and interpersonal hostility. Therefore, alexithymia may
represent an emotional pathway through which
environmental stressors translate into aggressive behaviors.
The findings of the present study expand previous literature
by demonstrating that emotional deficits partially explain the
association between school social-emotional climate and
bullying behaviors among adolescents.

The present findings are also consistent with studies
highlighting the importance of empathy and emotional
regulation in preventing bullying behaviors (Asghari
Sharbiyani & Basharpoor, 2021; Shirani et al., 2021).
Adolescents who possess greater emotional awareness and
empathic sensitivity are more capable of understanding the
emotional impact of their actions on others and are less likely
to engage in harmful peer interactions. Emotional
competencies function as protective mechanisms that
facilitate adaptive social functioning and conflict resolution.
Consequently, educational environments that promote
emotional literacy, social connectedness, and emotional
support may significantly reduce bullying prevalence among
students.

Another noteworthy aspect of the findings concerns the
broader psychosocial implications of school social-
emotional climate. Previous studies have demonstrated that
positive school climate enhances academic achievement,
school identification, psychological adjustment, and social
belongingness (Kalkan & Dagli, 2021; Maxwell et al.,
2017). These outcomes may indirectly reduce aggression
and bullying by strengthening students’ sense of connection
and emotional investment in the school environment. In
contrast, adolescents who feel emotionally disconnected
from school may experience alienation, frustration, and
reduced commitment to social norms, thereby increasing
vulnerability to antisocial behaviors. The findings of the
present study therefore support multidimensional
approaches to bullying prevention that integrate emotional,
relational, and environmental interventions.

Furthermore, the findings may be interpreted in light of
contemporary perspectives emphasizing relational justice
and interpersonal architecture within educational settings.

E-ISSN: 3060-6713


https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3060-6713

Sharifnia et al.
MAN

Positive relational structures within schools foster trust,
cooperation, and emotional reciprocity among students
(Xing Tan, 2023). Such environments reduce social
exclusion and interpersonal hostility while promoting
emotional resilience and adaptive peer relationships. In
contrast, schools lacking emotional cohesion may facilitate
emotional disengagement and social fragmentation.
Consequently, interventions aimed at improving school
climate may not only reduce bullying but also strengthen
adolescents’ overall emotional and social development.

5. Conclusion

The consistency of the present findings with both national
and international studies strengthens the generalizability of
the observed relationships. Research conducted across
diverse cultural contexts has consistently demonstrated that
bullying behaviors are associated with emotional
vulnerabilities, social-emotional deficits, and environmental
stressors (Liu et al., 2024; Smith et al., 2019). Moreover, the
increasing prevalence of cyberbullying and emotionally
driven aggressive behaviors highlights the growing
importance of emotional competencies in adolescent mental
health and social adjustment (Manzoor et al., 2026;
Rodriguez-Hidalgo et al., 2025). Therefore, the current study
contributes to the existing body of knowledge by integrating
environmental and emotional variables within a single
explanatory framework.

One limitation of the present study was the reliance on
self-report questionnaires, which may have increased the
likelihood of response bias and socially desirable responding
among participants. In addition, the cross-sectional nature of
the study limited the ability to establish definitive causal
relationships among the variables. The study sample was
also restricted to secondary school students in specific
educational districts of Tehran, which may limit the
generalizability of the findings to other populations and
cultural contexts. Furthermore, other potentially influential
variables such as parenting styles, peer attachment, family
emotional climate, and socioeconomic stressors were not
examined in the present study.

Future research is recommended to employ longitudinal
and experimental designs in order to examine causal
relationships between school climate, alexithymia, and
bullying over time. Researchers may also investigate the role
of additional mediating and moderating variables such as
emotional intelligence, resilience, attachment styles,
empathy, coping strategies, and family functioning.
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Comparative studies across different cultural contexts,
educational levels, and gender groups may provide deeper
insight into the developmental and sociocultural dimensions
of bullying behaviors. It is also recommended that future
studies examine cyberbullying alongside traditional bullying
in integrated theoretical models.

From a practical perspective, the findings of the present
study highlight the importance of promoting positive social-
emotional climates within schools to reduce bullying
behaviors among adolescents. Educational policymakers,
school counselors, and psychologists should prioritize the
development of school-based emotional learning programs
aimed at improving emotional awareness, empathy,
emotional regulation, and interpersonal communication
skills. Schools may also benefit from implementing
preventive interventions that strengthen supportive teacher-
student relationships, peer connectedness, and students’
sense of belonging. In addition, training programs for
parents and teachers focusing on emotional literacy and
constructive emotional communication may help reduce
alexithymic tendencies and aggressive behaviors among
adolescents.
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