N2

Journal of Psychology in Africa, 2025
Vol. 35, No. 1, 135-141, http://doi.org/10.32604/jpa.2025.065759

K Tech Science Press

Check for
updates

Interpersonal adjustment and depression in college students: The mediating effect of core

self-evaluation and moderating effect of gender

Sigi Ma" and Pei Zhang

School of Educational Sciences, Xinjiang Teacher’s College, Urumgqi, 830043, China

*Correspondence: Sigi Ma, siqi0725995@163.com

Received: 28 October 2024; Accepted: 01 December 2024; Published: 30 April 2025

Abstract: This study aimed to explore how core self-evaluations and gender influence interpersonal adjustment and
depression risk. Participants were 1748 college students (female = 59.73%, male = 40.27%, mean age = 18.71 years, SD =
0.78 years). The students completed the Interpersonal Adjustment Scale for College Students, Center for Epidemiological
Studies Depression Scale, and Core Self-evaluation Scale. The results of Linear regression and mediated moderated effects
modeling revealed that college students with higher interpersonal adjustment and core self-evaluation scores were at lower
risk for depression. Core self-evaluation mediated the relationship between interpersonal adjustment and depression in
college students for lower risk for depression. Gender moderated the relationship between interpersonal adjustment and
core self-evaluation in college students for higher risk for depression in female students. From these findings, we conclude
that interpersonal adjustment and core self-evaluation are significant for screening depression risk college students.
Moreover, female students may benefit from targeted interventions aimed at their interpersonal adjustment for reducing

their risk of depression.
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Introduction

Interpersonal adjustment qualities are key indicators of
risk for mood disorder in human populations (Alhussain
et al, 2023; Chi et al, 2024). By their interpersonal
qualities, people build and sustain positive relationships
with and receive support from others (Summerfeldt et al.,
2006). Poor interpersonal adjustment is associated with
mental and social health dysfunction (Caliskan et al.,
2023), including higher risk for depressive symptoms (Liu
et al., 2022). Emerging adults, such as college students at
navigating their interpersonal worlds with various degrees
of success, of which the less successful are at higher
risk for depression (Della Volta et al., 2024; Lidtke &
Westermann, 2023). However, much may depend on their
core self-evaluations of who they believe to be and can be
(Chuetal., 2022; Geng et al., 2021). Core self-evaluation,
which includes an individual’s evaluation of his or her own
values, abilities, and talents (Judge et al., 1998). Moreover,
gender may explain the interpersonal qualities and risk
for depression with core self-evaluations in ways yet to
be examined.

In recent years, as the number of graduates from
Chinese colleges and universities has climbed dramati-
cally, the pressure on Chinese college students to find
employment has increased, and thus college students are
at an especially high risk for depression in China (Zhou
et al., 2024). The aim of our study was to clarify the
roles played by core self-evaluation and gender in the
relationship between interpersonal adjustment and risk for
depression among Chinese college students.

Interpersonal adjustment and depression
College students are emerging adults with fast chang-
ing intimate relationship (Wasserman et al., 2023), and
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associated interpersonal distress related to risk for depres-
sion (Jiang & Zhang, 2023). Previous studies have reported
that college students’ interpersonal adjustment is a sig-
nificant predictor of depression (Yang et al., 2024).
Interpersonal adjustment is an essential component of
college students’ adjustment (Commodari et al., 2022),
with low levels of interpersonal adjustment a risk for
mental health disorders (Niu, 2023; La Rue et al., 2024).
How college students self-perceive as by their core-self
evaluations would determine whether risk for depression
becomes actual depression experience.

The mediation of core self-evaluation

Beck’s (1996) cognitive model of depression suggests
that individuals have two personality vulnerabilities, each
of which consists of a set of maladaptive self-schemas,
including sociability (interpersonal adjustment) and auton-
omy (core self-evaluation), and that these two personality
vulnerabilities predispose them to depression. Studies have
reported is a high correlation between college students’
interpersonal adjustment and core self-evaluation (Yang
etal., 2021a). In other words, the stronger the interpersonal
adjustment, the higher the favorable self-evaluation of
their own values, abilities, and talents, by college stu-
dents (Wang et al., 2023). In college student population,
higher college students’ level of core self-evaluations were
associated with good mental health (Liu et al., 2023).
However, fragile core self-evaluations were a risk factor for
depression (Deng et al., 2019). However, there is a gap in
the research evidence as to the correlates of interpersonal
adjustment in college students’ depression risk through the
pathway of core self-evaluation.

The moderating of gender
Gender is a key variable in interpersonal adjustment, core
self-evaluation, and depression. First, in a study on gender
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and interpersonal adjustment, female college students had
higher levels of interpersonal adjustment than male college
students (He & Xu, 2022; Liu et al., 2020). However, Wal-
ton et al. (2021) reported that female college students
face greater difficulties with interpersonal adjustment,
while Kaur and Sharma (2022) reported that male college
students have greater interpersonal adjustment. A study
reported that there is no significant difference between
interpersonal adjustment and gender dimensions among
college students (Chen et al., 2022). Some while other
studies have reported that males score higher than females
on core self-evaluation (Zhao et al., 2022). However, other
studies have shown that there is no significant difference
in gender performance on core self-evaluation (Chen et al.,
2023; Gong et al., 2023).

In general, most research on gender and depression
suggests that women at greater risk for depression than
men (Slavich & Sacher, 2019; Conley et al., 2020; Gao
et al., 2020), which would be true of college students.
Although not necessarily so. Thus, the role that gender
plays in the relationship between interpersonal adjust-
ment, core self-evaluation, and depression among college
students is not clear, which is the central aim of this study.

Goal of the Study

This study explored the mediating role of core self-
evaluation, and the moderating role of gender in the
relationship between interpersonal adjustment and depres-
sion, among college students. Based on the literature
review, we proposed the following research model (Figure
1) and tested the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: College students with high interpersonal
adjustment have a lower risk of experiencing depression.

Hypothesis 2: Core self-evaluation mediates the rela-
tionship between interpersonal adjustment and depression
in college for lower risk for depression.

Hypothesis 3: Gender moderates the mediating path
of college students’ interpersonal adjustment to depression
through core self-evaluation for higher risk for depression
among female students.

Methods

Participants and setting

A total of 1748 college students from four colleges in
Autonomous Region of Xinjiang participated in the study.
The mean age was 18.71 years old (SD = 0.78 years),
among which 1044 (59.73%) were female students. A total
of 842 (48.17%) were first-year students.

. Core self-
> evaluation
0.14%#% 0.17%* -U.()E**
Interpersonal »| Depression
adjustment -(.29%*

Figure 1. A simple mediation model showing the effects of
interpersonal adjustment on depression via core self-evaluation.
Note. **p < 0.001.

Measures

The China College Student Adjustment Scale (CCSAS)
The China College Student Adjustment Scale (CCSAS) is
a 10-item measure of interpersonal adjustment for college
students (Fang et al., 2005). A sample item is: “Many
people come to me to participate in activities with them.”
The items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from
1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. In the present
study, Cronbach’s o = 0.74.

Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scales
(CES-D)

The Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scales
(CES-D) is a 20-item measure of interpersonal adjustment
for depressive symptomatology (Radloff, 1977). A sample
item is: “I was bothered by things that usually don’t bother
me.” The items are rated on a 4-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 = none or rarely (less than 1 day) to 4 = most or all
time (5—7 days), In the present study, Cronbach’s o = 0.88.

Core Self-Evaluation Scale (CSEC)

The Core Self-evaluation Scale (CSEC) is a 10-item mea-
sure of core self-evaluation (Du et al., 2012; Judge et al.,
1998). A sample item is: “I am confident I get the success
I deserve in life.” The items are rated on a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from | = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly
agree. In the present study, Cronbach’s & = 0. 83.

Control variables

College grade and type of residence were selected as
control variables. For grade, 0 = Grade 1, 1 = Grade 2,
2 = Grade 3, and 3 = Grade 4; and for residence 0 = rural
residence, and 1 = urban residence, see Table A 1.

Procedure

The research proposal was approved by the Ethics Com-
mittee of Xinjiang Teacher’s College. All participants
voluntarily participated and signed an informed consent
form before taking part in the study. The data were
collected in October 2023 by trained fourth-year student
research assistants who were fluent in Mandarin Chinese.
The participants completed electronic questionnaires in
Chinese college students.

Data Analysis

We used SPSS 26.0 for the analysis. We used Harman’s
one-way test for common method bias. The results showed
that seven factors had eigenvalues greater than 1 and
that the first factor explained 26.02% of the variance,
which is less than the critical criterion of 40%, so there
is no common method bias in this study. A Bootstrap
analysis on the mediating effects of core self-evaluation
on interpersonal adjustment and depression was conducted
with the PROCESS program (Hayes & Andrew, 2013).
Select Model 7 in the PROCESS program, set the number
of samples to 5000, and set the confidence interval to 95%.

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis

As in Table 1, there was a significant negative correlation
between gender and core self-evaluation (r = —0.05,



RELATIONAL MOOD DISORDERS 137

p < 0.05). There was also a significant positive correlation
between interpersonal adjustment and core self-evaluation
(r = 0.18, p < 0.001), and a significant negative cor-
relation between interpersonal adjustment and depression
(r = —0.21, p < 0.001). There was a significant negative
correlation between core self-evaluation and depression
(r=-0.62,p < 0.001).

Interpersonal adjustment and depression

Table 2 presents the regression analysis results. We found
a significant negative predictive effect of interpersonal
adjustment on depression among college students (b =
—0.29, p < 0.001), controlling for demographic vari-
ables such as grade, and resident, and Hypothesis 1 was
supported. Interpersonal adjustment was a positive pre-
dictor of college students’ core self-evaluation (b = 0.17,
p < 0.001); core self-evaluation was a significant negative
predictor of depression (b = —0.62, p < 0.001).

Mediation effect of core self-evaluation

As shown in Table 2. The results revealed that core self-
evaluation positively influenced depression (intermediary
model, b = —0.63, p < 0.1). The results of the mediated
effect analysis revealed that the indirect effect value of
college students’ interpersonal adjustment through core
self-evaluation and depression was —0.10 [95% CI: —0.19,
—0.01], and Hypothesis 2 was supported.

Moderated mediation effect of gender
The moderated effect tests revealed that gender was a
significant positive predictor of depression (b = 0.01,

£5 o @—— Male 4 — #4Female
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Figure 2. Analysis of the moderating effect of gender. Note.
Interpersonal adjustment (IA).

p < 0.001), and an interaction term between interper-
sonal adjustment and gender negatively affected core
self-evaluation in college students (moderated-mediated
model, b = 0.14, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.03, 0.25]); thus,
Hypothesis 3 was supported.

Simple slope analyses (Figure 2) indicated that inter-
personal adjustment was a weaker predictor of core
self-evaluation in the male college student population.
The interpersonal adjustment of college students was a
stronger predictor of core self-evaluation in the female
college students.

As shown in Table 3, in the female college students,
interpersonal adjustment negatively affected depression

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis (N = 1748)

No. Variable M SD 1 2 3

1 Interpersonal adjustment 3.48 0.67

2 Core self-evaluation 342 0.63  0.18**

3 Gender / 0.09** —0.05*

4 Depression 1.71 046 —-0.21** —0.62** —0.03

Note. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.001.

Table 2. Results of regression analysis

Regression equation

Regression coefficients

Dependent variable Independent variable KR B t LL UL
Grade 0.06  2.49%* 0.15 1.25
Depression Resident 0.05 0.01  0.29 —-0.78  1.04
Gender —0.01 —-0.61 —1.66  0.87
Interpersonal adjustment —-0.21 —-8.79** —-035 —-0.22
Grade 0.19 —3.33* —0.99 —0.26
Gender 0.05 044 -321* =225 —-0.54
Core self-evaluation Resident ' 031 —-2.49* —138 —-0.16
Interpersonal adjustment 0.02  7.51**  0.12 0.21
Gender x interpersonal adjustment 0.05 —-2.85* —-0.26 —-0.05
Grade 0.05 —-271* -031 0.57
Depression Resident . 0.39 0.01 036 —-130 0.15
Interpersonal adjustment 0.03 —5.05** —0.19 —-0.08
Core self-evaluation 0.03 —31.85** —0.96 —0.85

Note. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.001; LL = low limit, UL = upper limit.
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Table 3. Results of moderating effect analysis

Interpersonal adjustment— core
self-evaluation— depression

Indirect effect SE 95% CI
Female —0.87 —-045 —-0.53 —-0.38
Male 0.13 -037 —-042 —-0.33

through core self-evaluation (b = —0.45, 95% CI [—0.53,
—0.38]) and interpersonal adjustment positively influenced
depression through core self-evaluation in the of male
college students (b = —0.37, 95% CI [—0.42, —0.33]);
thus, Hypothesis 3 was supported.

Discussion

In this study, the quality of interpersonal adjustment
was associated with risk for depression in college
students, which is consistent with previous research
(Jones et al., 2024). That is to say that students with
high interpersonal adjustment are more likely to build and
sustain positive relationships, and receive support from
others (Summerfeldt et al., 2006; Wang et al., 2024), which
reduces their risk for depression. The results are consistent
with Beck’s (1996) cognitive model of depression.

First, we found that higher interpersonal adjustment
was associated with lower risk for depression in college
students, a finding that is consistent with previous research
(Caliskan et al., 2023; Yang et al., 2024). College students
with lower levels of interpersonal adjustment are prone to
experiencing adverse events such as interpersonal conflicts
(Li et al., 2022), which in turn induces more negative
emotions. Thus, poor interpersonal adjustment is associ-
ated with depression and is an essential predictor of it
(Alhussain et al., 2023). Such findings may be explained
by the significant role that interpersonal adjustment plays
in the lives of college students in that they need to
spend more time and energy dealing with interpersonal
adjustment issues.

Second, we found that core self-evaluation plays
a mediating role between interpersonal adjustment and
depression in college students. Some previous studies have
reported similarly (e.g., Geng et al., 2021; Yang et al,,
2021b). Together these results suggest that self-evaluation
serves as a person’s essential evaluation of self-worth and
competence (Bipp et al., 2019) and impacts well-being
(Prati, 2024). This is to say that, negative core self-
evaluations can lead college students to deny their abilities
and values, which leads to further self-criticism and can
easily lead to depression. If college students’ interpersonal
adjustment is poor, they are more inclined to evaluate
themselves negatively, doubt their competence, and negate
their value (Chen et al., 2022). Subsequently, they may
experience more negative emotions and their interper-
sonal adjustment influences depression through their core
self-evaluations. Core self-evaluation serves as a crucial
protective factor in students’ failed relationship scenarios.
For instance, as a student’s core self-evaluation continually
improves and they develop stronger more interpersonal
adjustment with their surroundings. Also, their risk for
depression decreases.

Lastly, the results of the study support our hypothesis
that gender plays a moderating role in the relationship
between interpersonal adjustment and core self-evaluation
in college students, which in turn affects depression. Pre-
vious studies have also reported that female report more
interpersonal conflicts than male do (Walton et al., 2021),
which would place them at greater risk for interpersonal
distress (Dwivedi et al., 2021). The high demand on
female students regarding their interpersonal adjustment
and depression may be related to the Chinese culture
in which females are more social tham males (Jiang &
Zhang, 2023) and more susceptible to relationship dis-
tress (Wang et al., 2022). Hence, males are less prone to
depression compared to females riksing depression among
the females.

Implications for research and practice

Based on our findings, our study has some practical
implications for reducing the levels of depression in stu-
dents. For instance, school administrators could reduce
the risk of depression among college students by support-
ing their sense of belonging. This would involve mental
health workers paying more attention to college students’
interpersonal adjustment and cultivating the empowerment
of their core self-evaluations. Specifically, mental health
education courses, special club activities, and the daily
wellness guidance of classroom teachers and counselors
would enhance interpersonal adjustment, lowering college
students’ risk for depression.

Limitations and future directions

This study has several limitations. First, we only con-
sidered the effects of interpersonal adjustment and risk
for depression by gender and core self-evaluations. Other
variables would be at play and calling for investigation.
Second, interpersonal adjustment is a network analysis
variable and requires further operationalization for more
comprehensive insights. Second, with the current study’s
cross-sectional design, we could not examine temporal
associations among the variables. Third, being based on
convenience sampling, our study sample comprised only
college students from one region in China and the finding
may not be generalizable to other regions. Future research
could conduct a network analysis and involve further
operationalization for comprehensive insight.

Conclusion

This study found that higher interpersonal adjustment was
associated with lower risk depression in college students.
Moreover, core self-evaluation mediated the relationship
between interpersonal adjustment and depression in col-
lege students, for lower risk for depression with positive
rather than negative core self-evaluations. Female gender
was a higher risk for depression among the college stu-
dents, particularly with poorer interpersonal relationships
and low core self-evaluations. Therefore, interventions
aimed at improving interpersonal adjustment and increas-
ing positivity in core self-evaluation may be effective in
preventing or reducing risk for depression in college stu-
dents.
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Appendix A

Table Al. Questionnaire and items

Questionnaire Items

I was bothered by things that usually don’t bother me.
I did not feel like eating; my appetite was poor.
I felt that I could not shake off the blues even with help from my
family or friends.
I felt that I was just as good as other people.
I had trouble keeping my mind on what I was doing.
I felt depressed.
I felt that everything I did was an effort.
I felt hopeful about the future.

Center for Epidemiological Studies I thought my life had been a failure.

Depression Scales (CES-D) 1 felt fearful.
I was happy.
I talked less than usual.
I felt lonely.
People were unfriendly.
I enjoyed life.
I had crying spells.
I felt sad.
I felt that people dislike me.
I could not get “going”.

Many people come to me to participate in activities with them.

When I don’t want to work alone, I can always find someone to

accompany me.

I’m not sure how to praise people.

When I have dispute with someone, I’'m at a loss for what to do.
The China College Student There are many people who can help me in times of need.
Adjustment Scale (CCSAS) I understand how to care for people.

Many people are interested in dating me.

I’m skilled at communicating with people through words.

I didn’t know how to communicate with strangers when I first

met them.

I can always find someone to chat with when [ want to.

I am confident I get the success I deserve in life.

Sometimes I feel depressed.

Sometimes when I fail I feel worthless.

I complete tasks successfully.

Sometimes, I do not feel in control of my work.
Core Self-Evaluation Scale (CSEC) Overall, I am satisfied with myself.

I am filled with doubts about my competence.

I do not feel in control of my success in my career.

I am capable of coping with most of my problems.

There are times when things look pretty bleak and hopeless to

me.
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