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Background: Social anxiety is a common challenge during adolescence. Its causes stem from various sources.
Despite numerous studies examining factors associated with social anxiety, the simultaneous investigation of
childhood maltreatment, perceived social support, mentalization, and shame in relation to social anxiety has
received limited attention and represents a research gap.

Aims: The present study aimed to predict social anxiety based on childhood maltreatment, perceived social
support, mentalization, and shame among students.

Methods: In terms of purpose, this study was an applied research, and methodologically it was a descriptive
correlational study. The statistical population consisted of all students enrolled in the second cycle of secondary
schools in Kermanshah during the 2023-2024 academic year. The sample size was 290 students who were
selected using cluster sampling. Data collection instruments included the Social Anxiety Scale for Adolescents
(La Greca & Lopez, 1998), the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (Bernstein et al., 2003), the Multidimensional
Scale of Perceived Social Support (Zimet et al., 1988), the Mentalization Questionnaire (Dimitrijevi¢ et al.,
2017), and the Shame Questionnaire (Cohen et al., 2011). The relationships between variables were examined
using Pearson correlation and multiple regression analyses (p < 0.05). Data analysis was performed using SPSS
version 28.

Results: The results indicated that childhood maltreatment, mentalization, and shame together explained 41%
of the variance in students’ social anxiety. More specifically, regression coefficients showed that childhood
maltreatment (f = 0.146, p < 0.002), mentalization (f = 0.213, p < 0.001), and shame ( = 0.535, p < 0.001)
significantly predicted social anxiety. Among these variables, shame had the strongest predictive contribution
in explaining social anxiety, whereas perceived social support did not significantly predict social anxiety.
Conclusion: Given the stronger predictive role of shame, it can be suggested that shame plays a key role in
maintaining feelings of worthlessness, which is a characteristic feature of chronic conditions such as anxiety
disorders. These findings highlight the importance of designing and implementing integrated psychological
interventions that address shame among students, which may consequently contribute to the reduction of their
social anxiety.
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Introduction

Adolescence is a developmental period characterized
by increased metacognitive abilities and enhanced
perspective-taking skills (Gazelle, 2022; Mann &
Blumberg, 2022). During this stage, the formation of
social relationships becomes a central developmental
task (Jesusa, 2022), and socialization is considered
essential (Moreno et al., 2024). However, some
adolescents experience significant difficulties in
social interactions, to the extent that they avoid
everyday activities such as attending school or
speaking with unfamiliar individuals (Doe et al.,
2024). Such difficulties may lead to social anxiety, a
disorder that typically emerges during adolescence
and is characterized by fear of negative evaluation
and embarrassment in social situations (American
Psychiatric Association [APA], 2013; He, 2023;
Prieto Hidalgo & Callot, 2025). This condition is
often associated with social avoidance and functional
impairment (Daniel et al., 2025).

One of the major risk factors for social anxiety is
childhood maltreatment (Zhang et al., 2025).
Maltreatment encompasses physical, emotional, and
sexual abuse, neglect, and exposure to domestic
violence (Kisely et al., 2024), and has wide-ranging
cognitive, emotional, and social consequences
(Doney & Crami, 2022). Research indicates that
childhood maltreatment—particularly emotional
abuse—is significantly associated with social anxiety
and other internalizing disorders (Chaudhry et al.,
2023; Liu et al., 2023; Zhou et al., 2023). In addition,
perceived social support may function as a protective
factor (Matson & Hall, 2011), with higher levels
linked to lower social anxiety (Barnett et al., 2021;
Chen et al., 2024). Deficits in mentalization—the
capacity to understand one’s own and others’ mental
states—may also contribute to social anxiety. Both
hypomentalizing and hypermentalizing can lead to
misinterpretations of social situations and heightened
anxiety (Walter & Mohenky, 2015; Luyten et al.,
2020; Silver et al., 2022).

Shame is another key factor implicated in social
anxiety (Schuster et al., 2021). It is defined as a
painful self-conscious emotion rooted in feelings of
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worthlessness and fear of rejection (Swee et al.,
2021), and cognitive models identify it as a central
component of social anxiety (Krishnamurthy et al.,
2021). Empirical studies have consistently reported a
significant positive association between shame and
social anxiety (Gilbert & Miles, 2000; Fergus et al.,
2010; Oren-Yagoda et al., 2024). Given the
foundational role of the family in shaping self-
conscious emotions such as shame (Sheehy et al.,
2019; Van 1Jzendoorn et al., 2025) and the
documented links between childhood maltreatment
and shame-related psychopathology (Skoog et al.,
2020), examining these variables simultaneously may
provide a more comprehensive understanding of the
mechanisms underlying adolescent social anxiety.
Accordingly, the present study aims to determine the
contribution of childhood maltreatment, perceived
social support, mentalization, and shame in predicting
social anxiety among female students.

Method

The statistical population of this study consisted of all
students enrolled in the second cycle of secondary
schools in Kermanshah during the 2023-2024
academic year. The sample was selected using a
multistage cluster sampling method. First, among the
three educational districts of Kermanshah, District
Three was randomly selected as the primary cluster.
Subsequently, five schools were randomly chosen
from the list of secondary schools in this district.
Finally, ten classes from grades 10, 11, and 12 were
randomly selected, and students present in these
classes were recruited through convenience sampling.
Considering the possibility of attrition, questionnaires
were distributed to 292 participants. Inclusion criteria
included willingness and informed consent to
participate in the study and adequate cognitive ability
to complete the questionnaires. Students with a
history of severe psychiatric disorders, those using
psychiatric medications that could affect responses,
or those with significant cognitive impairments were
excluded. Incomplete questionnaires or withdrawal
from the study were considered exclusion criteria.
Data were collected using several standardized
instruments, including the Social Anxiety Scale for
Adolescents (La Greca & Lopez, 1998), the
Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (Bernstein et al.,
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2003), the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived
Social Support (Zimet et al., 1988), the Mentalization
Questionnaire (Dimitrijevi¢ et al., 2017), and the
Shame Questionnaire (Cohen et al., 2011). These
instruments have demonstrated acceptable reliability
and validity in previous studies as well as in Iranian
samples. After obtaining permission from the
Kermanshah  Department of Education and
coordinating with school authorities, the objectives of
the study were explained to the students and informed
consent was obtained. Questionnaires  were
administered in person at the selected schools, and the
data collection process lasted approximately ten days.
Data analysis was conducted using Pearson
correlation and multiple regression analyses with a
significance level of p < 0.05, employing SPSS
version 28.

Results
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The mean age of the participants was 16.13 years (SD
=0.73), withan age range of 15 to 18 years. The mean
ages of mothers and fathers were 41.69 years (SD =
4.90) and 46.54 years (SD = 5.00), respectively.
Regarding birth order, 54.3% were first-born, 34.4%
second-born, 9.2% third-born, and 2.1% fourth-born.
Assessment of statistical assumptions indicated that
the data met normality criteria based on skewness and
kurtosis indices, no outliers were detected,
relationships between variables were linear, and no
multicollinearity was observed according to tolerance
and variance inflation factor values. Additionally, the
Durbin—Watson statistic ranged from 1.55 to 1.97,
suggesting no autocorrelation in the residuals.
Correlation coefficients showed that social anxiety
was associated with childhood maltreatment (r =
0.127), perceived social support (r = —0.200),
mentalization (r = 0.346), and shame (r = 0.586), with
all associations statistically significant at the 95%
confidence level.

Table 1. Results of the Regression Model Predicting Social Anxiety Based on Childhood Maltreatment, Perceived Social Support,
Mentalization, and Shame

Source of Variation Sum of Squares (SS) DF Mean Square (MS) F R R? p
Regression 21371.271 4 5342.818 49.181 0.639 0.408 0/001

Residual 30960.954 285 108.635 - - - -

Total 52332.224 289 - -

As shown in Table 1, the coefficient of determination
(R? = 0.408) indicates that approximately 41% of the
total variance in social anxiety was explained by the
predictor variables included in the model (childhood
maltreatment, perceived social support,
mentalization, and shame). This value reflects a
strong multivariate association between the study

variables. The analysis of variance (ANOVA) for the
regression model also demonstrated that the overall
model was statistically significant.To determine the
contribution of each predictor variable in this model,
regression coefficients were calculated, and their
results are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Summary of Regression Coefficients for Predicting Social Anxiety

Variable B Std. Error Beta (B) T P
Constant 14.213 8.998 - 1.580 0.115
Childhood Maltreatment 0.346 0.111 0.146 3.110 0.002
Perceived Social Support -0.021 0.075 -0.015 0.284 0.776
Mentalization 0.271 0.060 0.213 4.490 0.001
Shame 1.100 0.107 0.535 10.290 0.001

Multiple regression analysis using the simultaneous
(enter) method was conducted to examine the effects
of childhood maltreatment, perceived social support,
mentalization, and shame as predictor variables on
social anxiety as the criterion variable. Among the

predictors, shame (B = 0.535) demonstrated the
strongest predictive power. The findings further
indicated that perceived social support did not
significantly predict social anxiety among students.

307




Journal of

Conclusion

The findings indicated that childhood maltreatment
was positively and significantly associated with
social anxiety and significantly predicted its
symptoms, consistent with previous studies (Zhou et
al., 2023; Soltan et al., 2022; Shahar et al., 2014;
Bruce et al., 2013). Thisassociation may be explained
by repeated experiences of rejection and criticism—
particularly emotional abuse and neglect—which
adversely affect self-esteem, perceptions of others,
and emotion regulation capacities. Evidence suggests
that emotional abuse plays a particularly prominent
role in the development of internalizing disorders
compared to other forms of maltreatment (Cecil etal.,
2017; Infurna et al., 2016), and the severity of
childhood maltreatment has been consistently linked
to adult psychiatric symptoms (Zhou et al., 2023;
Soltan et al., 2022). Moreover, social anxiety has
been shown to mediate the relationship between
emotional maltreatment and depression (Zhou et al.,
2023). Overall, these findings support a cumulative
trauma model, indicating that the additive effects of
maltreatment contribute to later psychopathology.
The results further revealed that perceived social
support did not significantly predict social anxiety.
This finding may reflect the complex nature of the
relationship between social anxiety and perceived
support, as socially anxious individuals often avoid
social interactions due to fear of negative evaluation,
thereby limiting opportunities to develop supportive
networks (Alomari et al., 2022). In contrast,
mentalization significantly predicted social anxiety,
consistent with prior research (Zandpour et al., 2023;
Green, 2022; Chevalier, 2021; Baspe et al., 2019;
Kostria, 2017; Drooger et al., 2020; Karimi et al.,
2018). Cognitive deficits—particularly difficulties in
interpreting others” mental states—are central
mechanisms in social anxiety (Walter & Mohenke,
2015; Midgley et al., 2017). Sharp and Venta (2012)
further emphasized that anxious youth experience
difficulties in understanding and effectively
managing complex social situations, which are
closely linked to emotion dysregulation and
impairments in mentalization (Haslam et al., 2006).
Finally, shame emerged as the strongest predictor of
social anxiety, in line with previous studies (Dehshiri
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& Etemadi, 2024; Schuster et al., 2021; Céndea,
2017, 2018; Hedman et al., 2013; Matos, 2013;
Fergus et al., 2010; Gilbert, 2000). In particular,
external shame—perceived negative evaluation by
others—has been found to be more strongly
associated with social anxiety symptoms than internal
shame (Céandea, 2018). Cognitive—behavioral models
of social anxiety (Clark & Wells, 1995; Rapee &
Spence, 2016) highlight the discrepancy between
perceived social standards and one’s perceived ability
to meet them, a mechanism closely aligned with
shame processes. Despite these contributions, the
cross-sectional  design, reliance on self-report
measures, and sampling limitations restrict causal
inferences.  Future research should employ
longitudinal and multi-method designs, and
practically, school-based interventions aimed at
reducing shame, enhancing social support, and
preventing the adverse consequences of childhood
maltreatment are recommended.
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I, mentalization
2, hypomentalizing
3, hypermentalizing
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I social anxiety scale for adolescents
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