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Abstract

Introduction and purpose: The prevalence of paranoid ideation in the general population
raises questions about the factors that contribute to severe or clinical paranoia. The present
study was conducted with the aim of investigating the mediating role of shame and self-
criticism in the relationship between early life experiences paranoid ideation.

Methods: The design of the correlation study was structural equation modeling. A number of
272 students were selected by Convenience sampling method and completed the tools of
Early Life Experiences Scale (ELES), The “Green et al. Paranoid Thoughts Scale” -8 (GPTS-
8), The External and Internal Shame Scale (EISS) and The Short-Form of the Forms of Self-
Criticizing/Attacking & Self-Reassuring Scale (FSCRS-SF). To analyze the data, Pearson
correlation, structural equation model and Bootstrap test were performed using SPSS=24 and
Liserl-8.80 software. Bootstrop test was used to obtain indirect effects.

Findings: The results showed that self-criticism, early life experiences and-shame have a
positive and significant correlation with paranoid ideation (p<0:01). Shame and self-criticism
play a mediating role in the relationship between early life experiences and paranoid ideation.
The results of the Bootstrap test showed that the path of early life experiences with paranoid
ideation with the mediating role of shame is significant, but the path of early life experiences
with paranoid ideation with the mediating role of self-criticism.is not significant.

Conclusion: Based on the results, it can be said that early experiences in childhood cause
shame and self-criticism in people, which isvassociated with the emergence of paranoid
ideation. Therefore, the variables of shame and self-criticism can be considered in developing
therapeutic interventions for paranoid ideation. Despite the plausibility of the model
investigated in this research, there may be other simultaneous explanatory models for these
relationships using other variables or considering other types or directions of communication.
Keywords: Shame, Self-Criticism, Life Experiences, Paranoid ideation



Introduction

Paranoid is a disordered pattern of thinking characterized by intense suspicion, distrust and
irrational but stable and persistent people and the tendency to interpret the actions of others in
a derogatory or threatening manner (1). Paranoid ideation has been defined by Freeman and
Garety (2) as the belief that harm and danger will occur or is about to occur and also that the
harasser intends to harm the person.Paranoid ideation is on a spectrum from mistrust and
mild doubt to complete delusions (3).

Although the prevalence of paranoid personality disorder is estimated at about 5% according
to DSM-5(4), paranoid thinking is common in the general population(5)which raised
challenges and questions about the factors that contribute to clinical or severe paranoia (6).
Research shows that paranoid beliefs have serious psychological consequences (7-9).
Paranoia can also be considered as a response to interpersonal threat perception (10).

Early life experiences have a wide long-term effect on behavioral and psychological
development (11). Early life negative experiences are one of the risk factors that have a
significant relationship with increasing the risk of psyechopathology such as anxiety and
depression, destructive behaviors, antisocial behaviors and substance abuse (12), psychosis
(13), suicidal behaviors ( 14), has hallucinations and suicidal thoughts (15). Early life
experiences are related to paranoid thinking (16-18).

Interpersonal threatening experiences play an important role in creating a feeling of shame as
one of the negative emotions (19)."Shame with mental disorders such as; Depression, suicidal
ideation, anxiety, paranoia, post-traumatic stress disorder, eating disorders and personality
disorders are related (20, 21). Shame is related to paranoid thinking (22-24) and early life
experiences (25-26).

Self-criticism is related to the process of maladaptive emotion regulation with delusions of
persecutory «(27) and paranoid thinking (28) and early life experiences (29). In a study,
Carvalho et al.(22) investigated the role of self-criticism and early emotional memories and
shame in paranoid thinking in teenagers. Their findings showed that shame, self-criticism and
early emotional memories explain 26-48% of paranoid thinking, especially in severe forms.
Frequent paranoid thoughts can also lead to more dysfunctional behavioral, emotional, and/or
cognitive patterns and practices that significantly interfere with reaching and achieving
important biological-psychological-social goals, , which strengthens and reinforces the
importance of understanding the factors that maintain and development these defense

strategies. Understanding paranoid thinking is necessary to reduce interpersonal and social
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conflicts caused by this particular thought process and to reduce vulnerability to
psychopathology and psychosocial problems in non-clinical populations. Considering the
complex and multidimensional nature of early life experiences with thinking Paranoia, it
seems that the relationship between these two variables is not linear and direct, and variables
intervene in the relationship between them. Considering the role of shame and self-criticism,
perhaps they play a mediating role in the relationship between early life experiences with
paranoid thinking.Considering the importance of paranoid thinking and its relationship with
psychiatric disorders (7-9), This study aimed to investigate the mediating role of shame and

self-criticism in the relationship between early life experiences with paranoid ideation.

Methods

The study design was correlation of structural equation modeling. The statistical population
of this research was all students of Jundishapur University of Medical Sciences in Ahvaz in
2021-2022. Determining the minimum sample size is..important in structural equation
modeling. If structural equation modeling is.used, about:20 samples are required for each
factor (30). On the other hand, a sample size higher than 200 is recommended for good
structural equation modeling (32, 31). Therefore, 272 people were selected by Convenience
sampling method.  The  ethics 'code of the current  research is
IR. AJUMS.HGOLESTAN.REC:1400.060.

Measures

The “Green et al. Paranoid Thoughts Scale” -8 (GPTS-8): This scale was created by Green et
al. (33) and is used-as a common scale to measure paranoid thoughts. It is an eight-item scale
with a five-point Likert scale from not at all (1) to totally (5). ) is scored. Paranoid Thoughts
Scale has a single-factor structure and has very good psychometric properties (33).

Early Life Experiences Scale (ELES): It is a 15-item scale that was created by Gilbert (34)
that examines the importance and value of evaluating personal behaviors and emotional
experiences from childhood. Subjects answer the items based on a Likert scale of They
answer from 1 (completely applies to me) to 5 (completely false to me). This scale has
favorable psychometric properties (34).

The External and Internal Shame Scale (EISS): This scale has 8 items that are used to
measure internal and external shame. Internal and external shame scale items are scored

based on a five-point Likert scale from never (0) to always (4).. This scale has favorable
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psychometric properties (35). Cronbach's alpha was 0.80 for external shame and 0.82 for
internal shame. The alpha of the total shame scale was 0.89 (35).

The Short-Form of the Forms of Self-Criticizing/Attacking & Self-Reassuring Scale (FSCRS-
SF): This scale is a 14-item self-report instrument used to assess how people think and react
in the face of failure and shortcomings. Forms of Self-Criticism/Self-Reassurance Scale Short
Form items are scored based on a five-point Likert scale from not at all like me (0) to

completely like me (4). This scale has favorable psychometric properties (36).

Statistical analysis
For data analysis, Pearson correlation was used using SPSS-24 and:structural equation

modeling was used using Lisrel 80/8 software.

RESULTS

Description of the sample

272 students with an age range of 18-40 years and-an average age of 24.4 + 3.70 participated
in this research. Gender distribution of the participants as; 97 people (35.7 percent) were boys
and 175 people (64.3 percent) were girls. The results of the independent t test showed that
there is no significant difference betweenmen and women in paranoid thinking (P>0.05).

Table 1: Mean, standard deviation;.correlation between paranoid ideation ,shame, self-criticism, and

early life expeirinces

Variable M SD GPTS-8 FSCRS-SF ELES EISS

GPTS-8 19/44 6/58 1 0.31** 0.51** 0.56**

FSCRS-SF 17/29 8/01 1 0.36** 0.45**
ELES 35/66 9/08 1 0.68**
EISS 10/16 6/40 1

**Correlation is significant at 0.01 level. GPTS-8: Green et al. Paranoid Thoughts Scale-8, ELES : Early life
experience scale, FSCRS-SF: Self-Criticizing/Attacking and Self-Reassuring Scale-Short Form, EISS: The
External and Internal Shame Scale



The results of Table 1 show that paranoid ideation with shame (r = 0.56, p = 0.01), self-
criticism (r = 0.31, p = 0.01)and eraly life experinces (r = 0.51, p = 0.01), have a positive
and significant relationship (p <0.01).

In the present study, the bootstrap test was used to evaluate the mediation relationship. The
path of early life experiences to paranoid thinking is significant with the mediation of shame
with a standard coefficient of 0.25 at the 0.05 level. The path of early life experiences to
paranoid thinking with the mediation of self-criticism is not significant with the standard
coefficient of 0.02 at the 0.05 level.

Discussion

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study that examines the mediating role of shame
and self-criticism in the relationship between early life experiences and_paranoid ideation.
The results showed that shame and self-criticism mediate the relationship between early life
experiences and paranoid thinking. Mills et al.(40) investigated the relationship between
paranoid beliefs and self-criticism in students. Paranoid-beliefs are related to the functions
and forms of self-criticism, especially self-harm and self-hated. Hierarchical regression
showed that self-loathing remained a predictor ofparanoid thoughts even after controlling for
self-confidence and depression (40). Carvalho et al. (22) showed that shame, self-criticism
and early emotional memories explain.26-48% of paranoid thinking, especially in severe
forms. Castilho et al. showed that external shame mediates the relationship between paranoid
thoughts and social security (41):

In studies of nonclinical populations, paranoia was associated with self-related beliefs (often
involving negative self-evaluations) and adverse life experiences (42, 43). Freeman et al. (6)
found that. parancia was associated with perceptions of low social rank, negative social
comparisons;. and submissive behavior. People who see themselves as inferior to others
(especially. feeling left out) may be more vulnerable to attacks and rejection, which may
contribute to paranoid thinking.

In Freeman et al.'s model (44), threat causes unusual or emotionally important stimuli to
activate various paranoid belief processes and further stimulate the feeling of threat. It is also
possible that such experiences and beliefs have more direct access to core threat systems, and
it is the internal experience of threat that creates paranoid interpretations and explanations.

It is possible for people with paranoid beliefs about others and self-criticism to feel

vulnerable. For example, making a mistake may cause a lot of self-anger, because it has
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disappointed itself or made itself vulnerable to others. In either case, there may be a
generalized activation of "attack sensitivity" that can be generated both externally and
internally (40). In addition, paranoid individuals may find it difficult to calm themselves
down or reassure themselves (45). Especially if they lack internal memories and schemas of
others as reassuring and useful and helpful.

Shame experiences (eg, abandonment, severe criticism, rejection, or neglect by caregivers)
can have a major impact on the development of schemas about others and self-schemas. The
effects of harsher interaction patterns with parents can have a long-term effect on intellectual
and interpersonal processes and surpass the effects of shame in adulthood in explaining
paranoid thoughts in both clinical and non-clinical samples (46, 47).

Adolescents who recall more early shame experiences and higher levels of self-criticism and
external shame have more severe paranoid thoughts, which is in line_ with the positive
relationship between paranoid thoughts, early shame experiences, and self-criticism (48, 49).
Future research should examine the development of paranoid thoughts in youth across the
lifespan, as well as comparisons of general populations with at-risk or clinical samples, or the
influence of other demographic, psychological factors or consider a culture that was not

considered in the present study.

Conclusion

Based on the results, it can be said-that early experiences in childhood cause shame and self-
criticism in people, which.is associated with the emergence of paranoid thinking. Therefore,
the variables of shame and self-criticism can be considered in developing therapeutic

interventions_for paranoid thinking.
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