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Background: Some studies have suggested cognitive factors for the etiology of social anxiety disorder. On
the other hand, attention bias plays an important role in theoretical models of anxiety. Although some studies
have confirmed the role of attention bias on social anxiety, no research has been conducted so far on the
process of the effect of the attention bias mechanism on social anxiety and mediating variables (Negtive
future thinking and Responsibility for Negative Thoughts).

Aims: The aim of this study was to develop a structural model of social anxiety based on attention bias
mediated by negtive future thinking and Responsibility for negative thoughts in students.

Methods: The method of this research was correlational and structural equation modeling. The statistical
population of the research included all undergraduate students at the University of Kurdistan in the academic
year 2023-2024. The statistical sample was selected based on the sample size determination method for the
structural equation model, with a number of 371 people using the multistage cluster sampling method. The
data collection tools in this study included Social Anxiety Questionnaire (Jerabek, 1996), attention bias
Questionnaire (Woody et al., 1997), and researcher-made scales of negtive future thinking (Saifpanahy,
2023) and responsibility for negative thoughts scale (Saifpanahy, 2023). To analyze the data, structural
equation modeling, path analysis, and Bootstrap methods were used in SPSS version 27 and Lisrel version
8.8 software.

Results: The results showed that the model developed in this study has a good fit with the data. The structural
relationships of the model showed that attention bias has a direct and positive effect on negtive future
thinking, responsibility for negative thoughts, and social anxiety (P<0.01). Negtive future thinking has a
positive and significant relationship with responsibility for negative thoughts (P<0.01). Negtive future
thinking and responsibility for negative thoughts also have a positive and significant relationship with social
anxiety (P<0.01). Also, Negtive future thinking and responsibility for negative thoughts had a significant
mediating role in the relationship between attention bias and social anxiety (P<0.01).

Conclusion: Considering the effect of attention bias on increasing negative thoughts and social anxiety, it
is recommended to use methods to reduce attention bias and increase positive focus, such as mindfulness,
for people with attention bias. It is also suggested that in order to reduce students' responsibility for negative

thoughts, strategies should be taught to accept these thoughts and reduce their avoidance.
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Introduction

Social anxiety disorder is one of the common anxiety
disorders characterized by intense fear of social
situations and concern about negative evaluation by
others (Esmailzade et al., 2024). Clark & Beck (2010)
have proposed cognitive factors for the etiology of
social anxiety disorder.

Cognitive processes such as attention bias play an
important role in general theoretical models of
anxiety (Bar-Haim et al., 2007; Clark & Wells, 1995)
and are often studied to investigate etiological and
maintenance mechanisms in anxiety disorders
(Schmidtendorf et al., 2018). Cognitive models of
anxiety emphasize that attention biases toward
threatening information can be considered both a
vulnerability factor for the development of anxiety
and an important factor for the maintenance of
anxiety disorders (Klein et al., 2018).

On the other hand, Atance & O'Neill (2001) proposed
a type of thinking called negative future thinking,
which includes negative predictions and persistent
worry about future events, which can contribute to the
formation and increase of worry and anxiety about
various events and incidents. Accordingly, negtive
future thinking could be one of the cognitive
functions associated with social anxiety. Negtive
future thinking includes thought processes that help
to mentally construct, imagine, or simulate the future
(Szpunar, 2010).

People with social anxiety disorder may experience
symptoms of negative thoughts and blame. Such
symptoms interfere with many areas of life, including
school, work, relationships, and normal daily
functioning (Leigh & Clark, 2018). In effect, the
individual feels compelled to constantly be
responsible for all future behaviors. Often,
responsibility for negative thoughts leads the
individual to think about eliminating temptations.
Also, avoiding situations in which negative thoughts
and blame are intensified often exacerbates social
anxiety during social activities (Auyeung et al.,
2020).

A review of the relevant research background
revealed that few studies examining social anxiety
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have paid attention to negtive future thinking and
responsibility for negative thoughts, and the role of
these variables in social anxiety requires further
studies. Although some studies (Everaert et al., 2018;
Hirsch et al.,, 2017) have confirmed the role of
attention bias on social anxiety, no research has been
conducted so far on the process of the effect of the
attention bias mechanism on anxiety and the
mediating variables related to them. According to a
review of theoretical foundations (Szpunar, 2010;
Clark & Wells, 1995), negative thoughts related to
future events as well as compulsive responsibility for
negative thoughts can be effective in exacerbating
social anxiety symptoms. Therefore, the main
question of the present study is whether the social
anxiety model based on attention bias with the
mediating role of negtive future thinking and taking
responsibility for negative thoughts among students
has a good fit?

Method
The method of this research was correlational and
structural equation modeling. The statistical

population of the research included all undergraduate
students at the University of Kurdistan in the
academic year 2023-2024. The statistical sample was
selected based on the sample size determination
method for the structural equation model, with a
number of 371 people using the multistage cluster
sampling method. The data collection tools in this
study included Social Anxiety Questionnaire
(Jerabek, 1996), attention bias Questionnaire
(Woody et al., 1997), and researcher-made scales of
negtive future thinking (Saifpanahi, 2023) and
responsibility for negative thoughts scale (Saifpanahi,
2023). To analyze the data, structural equation
modeling, path analysis, and Bootstrap methods were
used in SPSS version 27 and Lisrel version 8.8
software.

Results

In this study, 371 undergraduate students
participated, including 181 females (48.79%) and 190
males (51.21%). The mean and standard deviation of
the age of females was 21.82 + 1.76 years and that of
males was 21.48 + 1.65 years. Regarding the students'
fields of study, 71 (19.1%) were studying basic
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sciences, 85 (22.9%) were Human Science, 78 (21%)
were studying engineering, 70 (18.9%) were
agriculture, and 67 (18.1%) were art and architecture.
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The fitness indices of the developed research model
are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Fitness indicators of the developed research model

Fitness indicator

Model fitness indices

Obtained values

XZ
DF
x2df
GFI
IFI
CFI
RMSE

Acceptance range

3<
0.9>
0.9>
0.9>
0.08<

486.72
278
1.75
0.93
0.95
0.94

0.045

In summary, it can be said that the fit indices
presented in Table 1 indicate a good fit of the model.
In the following, the direct effects in the model for all

research variables along with their significance levels
are presented in Table 2

Table 2. Coefficients of the model explaining social anxiety based on attention bias with the mediation of negative future thinking and
responsibility for negative thoughts

Direct route Standard coefficient t-statistic P

The effect of attention bias on social anxiety 0.39 6.43 0.001

The effect of attention bias on negative future thinking 0.51 9.28 0.001

The effect of attention b_|as on taking responsibility for 054 10.08 0.001
negative thoughts

The effect of negative future thinking on social anxiety 0.61 11.53 0.001

The effect of taking respon5|blllt_y for negative thoughts 068 13.34 0,001
on social anxiety

The effect of negative future thinking on taking 0.48 8.57 0.001

responsibility for negative thoughts

Analysis of the data obtained from the relationships
of variables through the path of standardized
coefficients in Table 2 shows that the effect of
attention bias on social anxiety (P < 0.01, B = 0.39),
negative future thinking (P < 0.01, = 0.51), and
responsibility for negative thoughts (P < 0.01, B =
0.54) was positive and significant. The results of the
aforementioned table also showed that the effect of
negative future thinking on social anxiety (P < 0.01,
B = 0.61) and responsibility for negative thoughts (P
<0.01, B = 0.48) was positive and significant. Based
on the results, the effect of responsibility for negative
thoughts on social anxiety (P < -0.01, B = 0.68) was
also positive and significant.

Also in this study, the indirect effect of attention bias
on social anxiety was examined and based on the
Bootstrap results (95% confidence interval), it was
determined that the indirect effect of attention bias on
social anxiety through negative future thinking ( =

0.31) was significant with a confidence interval of
0.352 and 0.476. The indirect effect of attention bias
on social anxiety through taking responsibility for
negative thoughts ( = 0.36) was also significant with
a confidence interval of 0.423 and 0.568.

Conclusion

The aim of this study was to develop a structural
model of social anxiety based on attention bias
mediated by negtive future thinking and
responsibility for negative thoughts in students. The
findings of this study showed that the structural
model of social anxiety based on attention bias
mediated by negtive future thinking and
responsibility for negative thoughts has a good fit. No
similar studies were found in the context of this
finding and the developed model, but the results of
the studies of Arastoo et al. (2023), Ghaderi et al.
(2022), Chen et al. (2020), Jones & Rakovshik
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(2019), and Auyeung et al. (2020) are consistent with
some of the findings of the present research model.
In explaining this finding, it can be said that people
with social anxiety pay special attention to socially
threatening information indicating rejection and non-
acceptance from others, compared to neutral
information, and this selective attention facilitates the
preferential processing of negative social information
at the expense of ignoring positive social information.
In social anxiety disorder, the individual's attention is
influenced by maladaptive patterns, and this bias
leads to the persistence of social anxiety. Attention is
the behavioral and cognitive process of selectively
focusing on a discrete aspect of information, whether
subjective or objective, while ignoring other
perceptual information. Attention has also been
described as having limited cognitive processing
resources. In contrast, attention bias toward
threatening stimuli is defined as the disproportionate
allocation of attentional resources to potentially
threatening stimuli. Attentional bias is believed to
play a major role in the persistence of social anxiety.
Therefore, the effect of attentional bias on social
anxiety is theoretically and clinically explainable
(Henricks et al., 2022).

Also, attention bias causes negative thinking about
events and increases the feeling of compulsion and
pressure to control thoughts and creates a sense of
responsibility for these negative thoughts in the
person. When this event occurs, in fact, attentional
bias and negative thinking about future events
consume most of the cognitive resources that are
necessary for effective functioning against social and
environmental stimuli, and the likelihood of anxiety
increases. On the other hand, according to cognitive
models (Clark & Wells, 1995; Rapee & Heimberg,
1997), it is expected that attention bias, even in the
case of a simple event, will have a different effect on
thought processing and will create negative
evaluations and countless negative thoughts about
future events, and these negative thoughts about the
future will cause further bias and increase the level of
social anxiety.

Considering the effect of attention bias on increasing
negative thoughts and social anxiety, it is
recommended to use methods to reduce attention bias
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and increase positive focus, such as mindfulness, for
people with attention bias. It is also suggested that in
order to reduce students' responsibility for negative
thoughts, strategies should be taught to accept these
thoughts and reduce their avoidance.
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