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Female students in Pakistan face intense academic, relational, 

and socio-cultural pressures that heighten their vulnerability to 

psychological distress. The present study examined the 

relationships among perceived emotional neglect, peer support, 

and psychological distress, and tested the moderating role of 

peer support in the emotional neglect–psychological distress 

relationship. Group differences across residential areas were 

also examined. Grounded in Attachment Theory, Self-

Determination Theory, and the Stress-Buffering Hypothesis, the 

study proposed that peer support functions as a protective 

relational resource that buffers the harmful effects of early 

emotional deprivation. A cross-sectional quantitative design was 

employed with 300 female university students enrolled in 

bachelor's and master's programs at multiple public and private 

universities in Faisalabad, Pakistan, using non-probability 

convenience sampling. Perceived emotional neglect was 

measured using the emotional neglect subscale of the 

Multidimensional Neglectful Behavior Scale (Finkelhor et al., 

2009), peer support was assessed using the Peer Support Scale 

(Mostafaei Alaei & Hosseinnezhad, 2020), and psychological 

distress was measured using the Kessler Psychological Distress 

Scale, K-10 (Kessler et al., 2002). 
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Introduction 

Emotional neglect can be considered a special kind of maltreatment that is usually unrecognized, 

and although it may not involve any injuries from overt actions, it is characterized by injuries from 

a lack of actions that are not defined as neglect. Caregivers that emotionally neglect a child are 
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unable to see, recognize, and respond to the child’s emotional expressions (Xu et al., 2023). 

Childhood emotional neglect affects psychological functioning throughout one's life, and its effects 

start to arise in adolescence, impacting emotional functioning even in adulthood. Poor emotional 

regulation, emotional neglect, and reliance on strategies like emotional suppression, which is 

linked to an increase in depressive symptoms, are found in college students who have experienced 

emotional neglect in childhood (Xu et al., 2023). 

Peer support is defined as the assistance provided by people who have similar experiences, 

backgrounds, or circumstances to the person they are helping (Pointon-Haas et al., 2023). This 

assistance can take one of four forms: emotional support, informational support, appraisal support, 

or instrumental support. Peer support is varied in university environments. It includes peer 

counseling, peer mentoring, study groups, close friendships, or emotional support, which can occur 

informally between classmates (Richard et al. 2022). Psychological distress is a multifaceted 

construct consisting of a vast range of negative emotions. The most prominent of these include 

depression, anxiety, and stress, all of which are detrimental to an individual's daily activities and 

overall quality of life. Unlike individual clinical diagnoses, psychological distress embraces the 

dimensional and ever-changing quality of psychological suffering. It embodies the subjective 

experience of emotional pain due to chronic and acute stressors (Kessler et al., 2003). 

Psychological distress is a major mental health concern for university students, and in the post-

pandemic world, it is a growing concern (Khan et al., 2025). 

In mental health research, gender is not a background variable. It is a central organizing principle. 

It influences the experience of emotional neglect, how peer support is sought and received, and 

how psychological distress is developed and expressed. Within the context of higher education, 

female students are in an especially precarious position. They experience a combination of 

biological, psychological, and socio-cultural influences that increase their vulnerability to 

relational adversity (Mirzaei-Alavijeh et al., 2025). 

Literature Review 

Within the neglect category, emotional neglect is different from physical neglect, which involves 

the basics of survival, such as food and shelter. In contrast, emotional neglect involves emotional 

warmth, psychological availability, and age-appropriate stimulation that may be required at 

different developmental phases. The comprehensive meta-analytic review by Silva et al. (2024) 

confirmed that emotional neglect is, at the very least, the most prevalent form of childhood 

adversity, occurring in approximately 43.1% of the world’s children (Xu et al., 2023). The 

Lovibond tripartite model of psychological distress consists of three interrelated but separate 

components: (1) Depression is defined by low mood, anhedonia, and feelings of hopelessness. (2) 

Anxiety is defined in terms of physiological arousal and apprehension. (3) Stress is described in 

terms of chronic tension, irritability, and the feeling of being unable to relax. This three-component 

model is one of the most frequently used for the evaluation of psychological distress among non-

clinical groups or populations, and it is particularly true for university students (Naswiibah et al., 

2025). 

Emotionally neglecting one or more individuals and consistently lengthening the neglect will cause 

the victim of the neglect to experience psychological distress, which can manifest in the form of 

depression and anxiety. Greater neglect will lead to greater psychological ramifications (Silva et al, 

2024). Emotional neglect was positively correlated with depression in Pakistani university students 

(Shafique et al, 2025).In Pakistan, female students face even more cultural constraints, including 

the emotional suppression norm, limited social mobility, and inadequate access to professional 

mental health support, which may heighten the neglect-distress connection (Causier et al., 2024). 
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The study shows that peer support in different university populations shows a strong positive 

correlation with psychological distress. Multiple global studies show a strong positive correlation 

with peer support, depression, anxiety and loneliness (Richard et al., 2022). Pointon-Haas et al. 

(2023) show that peer support interventions help in the reduction of anxiety and stress of university 

students. Participation in peer mentoring programs has been shown to reduce depressive symptoms 

in greater magnitude than control groups (Grégoire et al., 2023). Since emotional neglect 

community supports peer community, it supports the emotional neglect community of the neglect 

community. Correctional experiences emotionally supported peer clusters in young adult 

development and provided emotional support to the young development caring experiences in 

emotionally supportive peer clusters. Adaptive coping resources emotionally supported 

psychologically ruptured self-care in support of the emotionally caring early self of the young 

development peer clusters. Neglected community emotionally supports the community (Xu et al., 

2023). 

Research Hypotheses: 

1. There will be a significant correlation between emotional neglect, peer support, and 

psychological distress in female students. 

2. Emotional neglect will be a significant predictor of psychological distress in female 

students. 

3. Peer support will significantly moderate the relationship between perceived emotional 

neglect and psychological distress in female students. 

4. There will be significant group differences in emotional neglect, peer support, and 

psychological distress in female students in terms of residential area. 

Research Methodology 

Research Design 

This study utilized a cross-sectional quantitative research design. Cross-sectional surveys take a 

one-time self-report from multiple participants and try to investigate relationships between 

however many variables exist, without making causal inferences (Creswell, 2018). 

Sampling Technique 

A non-probability convenience sampling technique was employed. This approach is practical for 

accessing students who are readily available during class breaks and campus activities, particularly 

when random sampling is constrained by institutional access (Taherdoost, 2016). 

Participants: 

The final sample comprised 300 full-time female students. The minimum required sample size was 

estimated at 107 participants using G*Power (Faul et al., 2007), based on a medium effect size (f² 

= .15), α = .05, and power = .80 for multiple regression with three predictors.  

Inclusion / Exclusion Criteria 

Inclusion Criteria: 

1. Currently enrolled as full-time undergraduate or graduate, MS female students in a public 

or private university. 

2. Aged between 17 and 24 years to capture emerging adulthood. 
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3. Lived with at least one parent or primary caregiver for a minimum of five years during 

childhood/adolescence. 

4. Able to read and comprehend English or Urdu sufficiently for questionnaires. 

5. Provided voluntary written informed consent. 

Exclusion Criteria: 

1. Part-time, distance-learning, or non-degree students. 

2. Current diagnosis of severe psychiatric disorders (e.g., schizophrenia, bipolar disorder). 

3. On long-term medical/psychiatric leave from studies. 

4. Questionnaires with invalid patterns (e.g., straight-lining >10% missing items). 

5. Current substance dependence or acute intoxication. 

Research Procedure  

Potential participants were approached during class breaks and campus activities. The researcher 

explained the study's purpose, scope, voluntary nature, and confidentiality provisions to 

prospective participants. Students who met the inclusion criteria and expressed willingness to 

participate were provided with a questionnaire booklet containing the consent form, demographic 

information sheet, and the three study scales (MNBS, PSS, and KDS). Written informed consent 

was obtained from all participants prior to questionnaire completion. 

Questionnaires were administered in quiet, distraction-free settings, with the researcher available 

to clarify any item wording without influencing responses. Participants were informed that there 

were no right or wrong answers and that participation was entirely voluntary, with the right to 

withdraw at any time without academic consequence. Participants displaying signs of significant 

distress were provided with referral information for university counseling services. 

Statistical Analysis  

Data were analyzed using SPSS Version 23. Descriptive statistics characterized distributions. To 

test hypotheses, Pearson correlations examined bivariate associations, linear regression analysis. 

The primary moderation hypothesis was tested using Hayes' (2018) PROCESS macro (Model 1), 

employing 5,000 bootstrapped samples for bias-corrected confidence intervals around the 

interaction term. Rural-urban differences were explored via T-test. 

Results 

It reports descriptive statistics, reliability, demographics, correlations, simple regression, 

moderated regression, and t-test analyses, providing empirical support for all four hypotheses. 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics and Reliability of Study Variables (N = 300) 

Variable Range M SD Α k 

MNBS 10–118 50.84 23.67 .86 20 

MNBS_EN 1–35 14.21 6.88 .78 5 

MNBS_CN 4–33 14.47 5.10 .76 5 

MNBS_SN 0–35 12.76 6.91 .74 5 

MNBS_PN 0–35 10.13 8.20 .79 5 

PSS 28–108 74.92 17.42 .94 22 
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KDS 11–49 27.64 8.71 .87 10 

Note. MNBS = Multidimensional Neglectful Behavior Scale; MNBS_EN = Emotional Neglect 

(focal construct); MNBS_CN = Cognitive Neglect; MNBS_SN = Supervisory Neglect; 

MNBS_PN = Physical Neglect; PSS = Peer Support Scale; KDS = Kessler Psychological Distress 

Scale. Additional subscales are reported for descriptive purposes; all hypothesis testing used 

MNBS_EN only. 

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics and reliability coefficients for all study variables. The 

total neglect score (M = 50.84, SD = 23.67) indicated moderate levels of neglect among 

participants. Among the neglect subscales, cognitive neglect (M = 14.47) was slightly higher than 

emotional neglect (M = 14.21), supervisory neglect (M = 12.76), and physical neglect (M = 10.13). 

Peer support was relatively high (M = 74.92, SD = 17.42), while psychological distress was present 

at a moderate level (M = 27.64, SD = 8.71). Cronbach's alpha coefficients ranged from .74 to .94, 

indicating acceptable to excellent internal consistency across all instruments, confirming their 

suitability for further analysis. 

Table 2: Demographic Information of Participants (N = 300) 

Variable Category f % 

Gender Female 300 100.0 

Age 17–20 years 126 42.0 

 21–24 years 174 58.0 

Birth Order First born 87 29.0 

 Middle born 129 43.0 

 Last born 72 24.0 

 Only child 12 4.0 

Family Head Father 270 90.0 

 Brother 30 10.0 

Education Level BS 270 90.0 

 MS 30 10.0 

Residential Area Rural 150 50.0 

 Urban 150 50.0 

Marital Status Married 15 5.0 

 Unmarried 285 95.0 

SES Lower class 15 5.0 

 Middle class 282 94.0 

 Upper class 3 1.0 

Table 2 shows that all 300 participants were female. Most participants were aged 21–24 years 

(58.0%), while 42.0% were between 17 and 20 years. Regarding birth order, the largest group was 

middle born (43.0%), followed by first born (29.0%), last born (24.0%), and only child (4.0%). 

Most participants reported their father as the family head (90.0%), were enrolled in BS programs 

(90.0%), were unmarried (95.0%), and belonged to the middle class (94.0%). The sample was 

equally distributed across rural and urban residential areas, with 150 participants in each group. 

Table 3: Pearson Correlation Analysis: Emotional Neglect, Peer Support, and Psychological 

Distress (N = 300) 

Variable 1 2 3 

1. MNBS_EN —   

2. PSS −.31** —  
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3. KDS .38** −.46** — 

Note. **p < .01. MNBS_EN = Emotional Neglect; PSS = Peer Support Scale; KDS = Kessler 

Psychological Distress Scale. 

A Pearson product-moment correlation was conducted to examine the relationships among 

emotional neglect, peer support, and psychological distress ashown in table 3. Emotional neglect 

had a significant negative correlation with peer support, r= −.31, indicating that higher emotional 

neglect was associated with lower peer support. Emotional neglect also had a significant positive 

correlation with psychological distress, r=.38r, suggesting that greater emotional neglect was 

associated with higher distress. Peer support was significantly negatively correlated with 

psychological distress, r= −.46, showing that students with higher peer support reported lower 

psychological distress. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 was supported. 

Table 4: Pearson Correlation Analysis of Neglect, Neglect Subscales, Peer Support, and 

Psychological Distress (N = 300) 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. MNBS —       

2. MNBS_EN .77** —      

3. MNBS_CN .41** .29** —     

4. MNBS_SN .84** .49** .33** —    

5. MNBS_PN .81** .47** .30** .71** —   

6. PSS −.35** −.31** −.40** −.29** −.30** —  

7. KDS .43** .38** .55** .34** .31** −.46** — 

Note. **p < .01. 

A Pearson correlation analysis was conducted to examine the relationships among neglect, neglect 

subscales, peer support, and psychological distress. Total neglect had significant positive 

correlations with all neglect subscales and psychological distress, and a significant negative 

correlation with peer support. Emotional neglect showed a significant positive relationship with 

psychological distress and a significant negative relationship with peer support. Cognitive neglect 

showed the strongest positive correlation with psychological distress. While all neglect subscales 

correlated significantly with peer support and psychological distress, only the emotional neglect 

subscale (MNBS_EN) was used in subsequent regression and moderation analyses, in alignment 

with the study's theoretical focus. 

Table 5: Regression Coefficients for the Effect of Emotional Neglect on Psychological Distress 

         95% CI 

Predictor B SE β t   p  LL        UL 

Constant 21.48 1.09 — 19.71 < .001 [19.34- 23.62] 

MNBS_EN 0.43 0.06 .38 7.20 < .001   [0.31 - 0.55 ] 

R² .14      

F (1, 298)      

Note. p < .001. 

A simple linear regression analysis was conducted to examine whether perceived emotional 

neglect significantly predicted psychological distress among female university students. The 

overall model was statistically significant, F(1, 298) = 51.84, p < .001, with emotional neglect 

explaining 14% of the variance in psychological distress (R² = .14). Emotional neglect 

significantly and positively predicted psychological distress, B = 0.43, SE = 0.06, β = .38, t = 7.20, 
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p < .001, 95% CI [0.31, 0.55]. This indicates that higher levels of perceived emotional neglect 

were associated with greater psychological distress among female university students. Therefore, 

Hypothesis 2 was supported. 

Table 6: Moderated Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting Psychological Distress from 

Emotional Neglect, Peer Support, and Their Interaction 

Predictor B SE β t p 

Constant 36.42 4.18 — 8.71 < .001 

MNBS_EN 0.58 0.18 .41 3.22 .001 

PSS -0.17 0.05 -.34 -3.40 .001 

MNBS_EN × PSS -0.015 0.005 -.19 -3.00 .003 

R² .30     

F (1, 298)     

Note. p = .003. 

Moderation is shown by a significant interaction effect, and in this case, the interaction is 

significant, B = -0.015, SE = 0.005, β = -.19, t = -3.00, p = .003, indicating that the relationship 

between perceived emotional neglect and psychological distress is moderated by peer support. 

Perceived emotional neglect significantly predicted higher psychological distress, B = 0.58, β = 

.41, t = 3.22, p = .001, while peer support significantly predicted lower psychological distress, B = 

-0.17, β = -.34, t = -3.40, p = .001. The negative interaction term suggests that as peer support 

increases, the strength of the positive relationship between emotional neglect and psychological 

distress weakens. In other words, peer support buffers the harmful effect of perceived emotional 

neglect on psychological distress in female university students. The overall model accounted for 

30% of the variance in psychological distress, R² = .30, F(3, 296) = 42.29, p < .001, with the 

interaction term contributing an additional 3% of variance, ΔR² = .03, p = .003, supporting H3. 

 

Figure 2. Interaction Plot Showing the Moderating Role of Peer Support in the Relationship 

between Emotional Neglect and Psychological Distress.  
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The slope of emotional neglect on psychological distress is steeper at low levels of peer support 

and considerably flatter at high levels of peer support, indicating that peer support buffered the 

harmful effect of emotional neglect on psychological distress. 

Table 7: Differences between Students from Rural and Urban Residential Areas on Emotional 

Neglect, Peer Support, and Psychological Distress. 

Variable Rural  

 (n = 150) 

Urban  

 (n = 150) 

   95% CI Cohen's  

M (SD) M (SD) df t p [LL, UL] d 

MNBS_EN 15.68 (6.72) 12.74 (6.81) 298 3.76 < .001 [1.40, 4.48] 0.43 

PSS 70.81 (17.84) 79.03 (15.92) 298 −4.21 < .001 [−12.06, −4.38] −0.49 

KDS 29.83 (8.96) 25.45 (8.01) 298 4.46 < .001 [2.45, 6.31] 0.52 

Note. MNBS_EN = Emotional Neglect; PSS = Peer Support Scale; KDS = Kessler Psychological 

Distress Scale. 

An independent-samples t test was conducted to examine differences in emotional neglect, peer 

support, and psychological distress among female university students based on residential area. 

The results showed significant group differences on all three variables.Rural students reported 

significantly higher emotional neglect (M = 15.68, SD = 6.72) than urban students (M = 12.74, SD 

= 6.81), t(298) = 3.76, p < .001, d = 0.43. Rural students also reported significantly lower peer 

support (M = 70.81, SD = 17.84) than urban students (M = 79.03, SD = 15.92), t(298) = −4.21, p < 

.001, d = −0.49. In addition, rural students experienced significantly higher psychological distress 

(M = 29.83, SD = 8.96) than urban students (M = 25.45, SD = 8.01), t(298) = 4.46, p < .001, d = 

0.52.Therefore, Hypothesis 4 was supported, indicating significant residential-area differences in 

emotional neglect, peer support, and psychological distress among female students. 

Discussion 

The first finding confirmed the significant negative correlation between perceived emotional 

neglect and peer support and the significant positive correlation between emotional neglect and 

psychological distress. This relational pattern shows that there is early relational deprivation that is 

linked to social and emotional vulnerability and a loss of protective network resources in 

adulthood. The impact of emotional neglect on relationships with peers is recognized and may 

indicate the interpersonal ramifications of neglect, which continue into the university years. 

Emotionally neglected students may start university emotionally withdrawn and Having 

heightened sensitivity to rejection. 

The link between emotional neglect and psychological distress is well documented, both 

internationally and locally. Emotional neglect removes critical co-regulatory experiences, which 

impedes the development of healthy effective emotional regulation and creates core, maladaptive 

beliefs about the self and others. Many empirical studies, including those conducted in Pakistan, 

have demonstrated that emotional neglect in childhood contributes to psychological distress and 

maladaptive emotional regulation, particularly emotional suppression and depressive symptoms, of 

university students (Shafique et al., 2025). 

Regression analysis confirmed the second hypothesis, showing that emotional According to 

regression analysis, the second hypothesis was confirmed, and emotional neglect was shown to 

predict psychological distress. This finding substantiates the concern that emotional neglect is a 

substantial developmental risk factor in the affected female university students' emotional 

experiences. 
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This study's third hypothesis was supported. The moderated multiple regression analysis predicts a 

significant negative interaction between emotional neglect and peer support in predicting 

psychological distress. This means that peer support mitigated the detrimental effect of emotional 

neglect on distress. In other words, students who experienced emotional neglect and peer support 

reported less psychological distress than students who experienced emotional neglect and peer 

support. The moderating effect of peer support can also be understood from the Self-Determination 

Theory and attachment theory. If peer connections are warm, reciprocal, and emotionally present, 

they can satisfy the relatedness need that has been chronically undermined by emotional neglect, 

thus providing a corrective relational experience to the individual and lowering overall distress 

(Yang et al., 2025). 

The fourth hypothesis is also backed up by data. For the three study variables, independent sample 

t-tests provided a rural-urban comparison. Findings suggest that rural students experience a greater 

level of emotional neglect, a lower level of peer support, and a greater level of psychological 

distress than urban students. The results from this study apply to the practices of higher education 

institutions in Pakistan. Emotional neglect should be considered a background risk factor when 

developing student mental health frameworks, as distress in female students may be due to 

relational issues rather than current academic stressors. 

Conclusion 

This thesis examined the relationships among perceived emotional neglect, peer support, and 

psychological distress in female students in Pakistan. Using a cross-sectional quantitative design 

and validated psychometric instruments, the study found that all four hypotheses were supported. 

Emotional neglect was significantly and positively correlated with psychological distress and 

negatively correlated with peer support, confirming that early relational deprivation is associated 

with both reduced protective resources and elevated psychological suffering, consistent with 

attachment theory and self-determination theory frameworks. 

Emotional neglect significantly and independently predicted psychological distress, confirming it 

as a meaningful developmental risk factor in this population. Most importantly, peer support 

significantly moderated the relationship between emotional neglect and psychological distress, 

indicating that peer relationships function not only as a general source of wellbeing but as a 

specific buffer that reduces the harmful psychological impact of early relational adversity, thereby 

validating the stress-buffering hypothesis in this cultural context. Rural students demonstrated 

significantly higher emotional neglect and distress and significantly lower peer support than urban 

students, highlighting residential area as a meaningful contextual variable that shapes both early 

relational experiences and current psychological outcomes. 

Recommendations 

In light of the findings and noted limitations, the following recommendations are made for future 

research and practice. Future research should utilize longitudinal studies to explore the ways 

emotional neglect, peer support, and psychological distress evolve and to determine the order and 

direction of causation among these variables. Research involving multiple universities and studies 

crossing provincial boundaries with larger and more heterogeneous samples will permit findings to 

be applied to wider and more general populations and will be useful in assessing institutional and 

regional influences on the neglect-distress relationship. 

The proposed range of other possible moderators and mediators includes attachment insecurity, 

emotion regulation strategies, self-esteem, resilience, academic self-efficacy, and the quality and 
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intimacy of peer relationships. Furthermore, the different forms of peer support, in particular, more 

formally organized peer mentoring and counseling programs compared to informal friendship 

groups, should be differentiated in future research to assess whether more structured peer support 

programs are better at producing the anticipated buffer effects. 
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