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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Depression in young adulthood is a major mental health concern that may
be influenced by the quality of social relationships and emotional experiences. The present study
aimed to develop and test a model of the effect of positive and negative social relationships on
depression among young adults, with loneliness and pleasurable experiences as mediating
variables.

Methodology: This study used a descriptive-correlational design and structural equation modeling.
The statistical population consisted of young men and women aged 18 to 25 years in Shiraz,
among whom 368 participants were selected using convenience sampling. Data were collected
using the Positive and Negative Social Relationship Perception Questionnaire, the short form of
the Social and Emotional Loneliness Scale, the Pleasurable Experiences Inventory, and the short
form of the Beck Depression Inventory. Data were analyzed using SPSS and AMOS version 23
through Pearson correlation coefficients, model fit indices, path analysis, and bootstrap mediation
testing.

Findings: The results showed that depression had a significant negative relationship with positive
social relationship and a significant positive relationship with negative social relationship and
loneliness. Depression was also significantly and negatively associated with pleasurable
experiences. Model fit indices confirmed the desirable fit of the final model: ¥*/df=2.06, CFI=0.97,
IF1=0.96, GFI1=0.95, AGFI=0.92, and RMSEA=0.052. Path analysis indicated that positive social
relationship had a significant negative effect on loneliness and depression and a significant positive
effect on pleasurable experiences. Negative social relationship had a significant positive effect on
loneliness and depression and a significant negative effect on pleasurable experiences. Loneliness
had a significant positive effect on depression, whereas pleasurable experiences had a significant
negative effect on depression. The mediating roles of loneliness and pleasurable experiences in the
relationship between positive and negative social relationships and depression were also
confirmed.

Conclusion: The findings indicated that the quality of young adults’ social relationships is
associated with depression through interpersonal and emotional mechanisms. Therefore,
strengthening positive social relationships, reducing negative social relationships, decreasing
loneliness, and enhancing pleasurable experiences may play an effective role in preventing and
reducing depression among young adults.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Young adulthood is a psychologically sensitive
developmental period in which individuals encounter
multiple  transitions in  identity  formation,
interpersonal intimacy, academic and occupational
responsibility, autonomy, and future planning. During
this period, the quality of social relationships can
substantially influence emotional adjustment and
vulnerability to depressive symptoms. Positive social
relationships may provide emotional support,
belongingness, validation, interpersonal security, and
opportunities for pleasurable engagement, whereas
negative social relationships may expose young
people to rejection, conflict, criticism, insecurity, and
social threat. Contemporary research increasingly
suggests that mental health outcomes in young people
should not be understood only through intrapersonal
symptoms, but also through the relational and
emotional contexts in which these symptoms emerge
and persist (Clarke, 2024; Gong et al., 2022; Owen et al.,
2022). This perspective is particularly important in
relation to depression, because depressive symptoms
often involve diminished social motivation,
withdrawal, perceived disconnection, reduced positive
affect, and impaired capacity to experience pleasure.
Evidence from studies on depression and
psychological distress has emphasized that social
disconnection, low perceived support, and adverse
interpersonal experiences can intensify emotional
vulnerability and contribute to poorer psychological
functioning (Chesi et al., 2022; Dowling et al., 2025;
Hanlon et al., 2025). In this regard, differentiating
positive and negative dimensions of social
relationships is essential, because social connection is
not uniformly protective; its  psychological
consequences  depend strongly on  whether
relationships are perceived as supportive, meaningful,
and rewarding or as conflictual, rejecting, and
emotionally unsafe.

One of the central mechanisms through which social
relationships may influence depression is loneliness.
Loneliness refers to a subjective experience of
insufficient or unsatisfying social and emotional
connection and may occur even when the individual is
objectively surrounded by others. Research has shown
that loneliness is associated with depressive
symptoms, emotional distress, self-harm-related
vulnerability, and reduced psychological well-being in
adolescents and young adults (Bulat, 2024;
Kirshenbaum et al.,, 2024; McClelland et al., 2023). In
theoretical and empirical models of psychological

distress, loneliness is often positioned as a key
interpersonal  pathway through  which  social
disconnection and perceived lack of belonging are
translated into emotional suffering (Winstone et al.,
2024; Wyllie et al., 2025; Xiao et al., 2026). Positive
social relationships may decrease loneliness by
strengthening feelings of belonging, intimacy, and
being understood, while negative social relationships
may increase loneliness by creating emotional
distance, distrust, and perceived rejection. Alongside
loneliness, pleasurable experiences represent another
important psychological pathway. Depression is
frequently characterized by reduced pleasure,
diminished anticipation of positive experiences, and
weakened recall of enjoyable memories. Positive
social relationships may increase pleasurable
experiences by providing opportunities for shared
enjoyment, meaningful interaction, emotional
warmth, and rewarding memories, whereas negative
social relationships may reduce pleasure by increasing
preoccupation with conflict, social threat, and
emotional exhaustion. Studies on psychological well-
being, resilience, and protective factors suggest that
positive emotional resources and meaningful
experiences may buffer vulnerability to depressive
and self-harm-related processes (Moscardini et al.,
2021; Rahmani & Enayat, 2025; Russell et al., 2020).
Moreover, research on digital and social environments
indicates that the quality of social interaction, whether
in face-to-face or online contexts, has important
implications for loneliness, social anxiety, distress,
and mental health outcomes (Koh et al., 2024; Rokhsari
& Faghirpour, 2025; Stevi¢, 2024; Taheri, 2025). Based on
this background, the present study aimed to test a
structural model of the effect of positive and negative
social relationships on depression among young
adults, with loneliness and pleasurable experiences as
mediating variables.

Methodology

The present study used a descriptive-correlational
design and structural equation modeling to examine
the hypothesized relationships among the study
variables. The statistical population consisted of
young men and women aged 18 to 25 years in Shiraz.
Based on sample size requirements for path analysis
and structural equation modeling, and to ensure
adequate statistical power, 368 young adults were
selected using convenience sampling. Inclusion
criteria were being within the age range of 18 to 25
years, willingness to participate voluntarily, residence
in  Shiraz, absence of self-reported severe
psychological disorder, non-use of psychoactive




substances, and commitment to honest completion of
the questionnaires. Exclusion criteria included
withdrawal from participation, incomplete
guestionnaires, and invalid response patterns. Before
data collection, participants were informed about the
general purpose of the study, confidentiality of their
responses, and their right to withdraw at any stage
without consequence. Data were collected using self-
report instruments measuring positive and negative
social  relationships, loneliness,  pleasurable
experiences, and depression. Positive and negative
social relationships were assessed using a self-report
guestionnaire designed to measure positive and
negative  perceptions of social relationships.
Loneliness was assessed using the short form of the
Social and Emotional Loneliness Scale. Pleasurable
experiences were assessed using a scale measuring
anticipation of pleasure, pleasure in the moment, and
recollection of pleasurable memories. Depression was
assessed using the short form of the Beck Depression
Inventory. Data were analyzed using SPSS and
AMOS version 23. Descriptive statistics, Pearson
correlation coefficients, model fit indices, direct
effects, indirect effects, total effects, and bootstrap-
based mediation tests were used to evaluate the
proposed model.

Findings

Descriptive results showed that the mean score of
depression was 14.86 with a standard deviation of
7.24. The mean score of positive social relationship
was 13.12 with a standard deviation of 4.91, and the
mean score of negative social relationship was 10.99
with a standard deviation of 5.81. The mean score of
loneliness was 39.84 with a standard deviation of
10.37, and the mean score of pleasurable experiences
was 73.61 with a standard deviation of 14.92.
Skewness and kurtosis values for all study variables
were within acceptable ranges, indicating that the data
were appropriate for parametric analysis and
structural equation modeling. Pearson correlation
analysis showed that depression was negatively and
significantly  correlated  with  positive  social
relationship (r=-0.31, p<0.001) and pleasurable
experiences (r=-0.34, p<0.001), while it was
positively and significantly correlated with negative
social relationship (r=0.29, p<0.001) and loneliness
(r=0.58, p<0.001). Positive social relationship was
negatively correlated with loneliness (r=-0.43,
p<0.001) and positively correlated with pleasurable
experiences (r=0.51, p<0.001). Negative social
relationship was positively correlated with loneliness
(r=0.36, p<0.001) and negatively correlated with

1-1Y Olxio F o led @ 0390 (oD § HUEy (o WS b Ol9

pleasurable experiences (r=-0.35, p<0.001). These
correlations supported the theoretical assumptions of
the proposed model.

The structural equation modeling results indicated that
the final model had acceptable and desirable fit with
the observed data. The normed chi-square index was
2.06, which was below the recommended threshold of
3. The comparative fit index was 0.97, the
incremental fit index was 0.96, the goodness-of-fit
index was 0.95, and the adjusted goodness-of-fit
index was 0.92, all indicating adequate model fit. The
root mean square error of approximation was 0.052,
and PCLOSE was 0.29, further supporting the
adequacy of the model. Path analysis showed that
positive social relationship had a significant negative
direct effect on loneliness (=-0.46, p=0.001) and a
significant positive direct effect on pleasurable
experiences ($=0.53, p=0.001). Negative social
relationship had a significant positive direct effect on
loneliness (B=0.38, p=0.001) and a significant
negative direct effect on pleasurable experiences (P=-
0.31, p=0.001). Loneliness had a significant positive
direct effect on depression (B=0.51, p=0.001), while
pleasurable experiences had a significant negative
direct effect on depression (p=-0.22, p=0.001).
Positive social relationship also had a significant
negative direct effect on depression (B=-0.18,
p=0.001), and negative social relationship had a
significant positive direct effect on depression
(B=0.16, p=0.002). The indirect effect of positive
social relationship on depression through loneliness
and pleasurable experiences was negative and
meaningful, and the indirect effect of negative social
relationship on depression through these mediators
was positive and meaningful. Overall, the study
variables explained 52% of the variance in depression.
Positive and negative social relationships also
explained 41% of the variance in loneliness and 45%
of the variance in pleasurable experiences.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study indicate that the
quality of social relationships plays an important role
in explaining depressive symptoms among young
adults. Positive social relationships were associated
with lower depression both directly and indirectly,
whereas negative social relationships were associated
with higher depression through direct and indirect
pathways. These results suggest that young people
who perceive their social relationships as supportive,
accepting, and emotionally rewarding may experience
less loneliness, greater access to pleasurable
experiences, and consequently lower depressive




symptoms. In contrast, young people who perceive
their relationships as conflictual, rejecting, or
emotionally unsafe may experience higher loneliness,
reduced capacity for pleasure, and greater depressive
symptoms. The mediating role of loneliness highlights
the interpersonal nature of depression in young
adulthood. Depression may not arise only from
internal emotional vulnerability, but also from the
subjective experience of social disconnection. Even
when young people maintain social contact, the
absence of intimacy, trust, and emotional support can
create a painful sense of loneliness that increases
vulnerability to depressive symptoms.

The mediating role of pleasurable experiences also
provides an important explanation of how social
relationships affect depression. Positive relationships
may expand opportunities for enjoyment, shared
memories, emotional warmth, and anticipation of
positive events, all of which can protect against
depressive mood. Negative relationships, however,
may narrow the individual’s emotional world by
increasing stress, reducing motivation for social
participation, and weakening the ability to experience
pleasure. Therefore, loneliness and pleasurable
experiences represent two complementary pathways:
loneliness reflects the painful absence of meaningful
connection, whereas pleasurable experiences reflect
the presence of positive emotional engagement.
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Together, these two mechanisms provide a more
complete understanding of how social relationships
contribute to depression among young adults.

In conclusion, the present study supports a structural
model in which positive and negative social
relationships influence depression both directly and
through loneliness and pleasurable experiences. The
findings emphasize that prevention and intervention
programs for depression in young adults should not
focus solely on reducing depressive symptoms, but
should also target the relational and emotional
mechanisms that sustain such symptoms. Improving
the quality of social relationships, reducing loneliness,
strengthening  interpersonal  trust, encouraging
meaningful social participation, and increasing
opportunities for pleasurable experiences may be
effective strategies for promoting mental health
among young people. The results also suggest that
mental health professionals, university counselors,
and youth-centered support services should assess not
only the presence of social contact, but also the
emotional quality of those relationships and the extent
to which young people can experience pleasure in
daily life. Overall, the findings demonstrate that
depression in young adulthood is strongly embedded
in the interplay between social connection, subjective
loneliness, and positive emotional experience.
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