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Abstract

The present study aimed to investigate the role of self-esteem, emotional reactivity, and
interpersonal sensitivity in predicting social anxiety symptoms among high school students,
emphasizing the mediating role of emotional balance. This research employed a descriptive-
correlational design based on structural equation modeling (SEM). The statistical population
included all second-grade high school students in Khoy city during the 2024-2025 academic year
(N = 4,621). A sample of 450 students was selected using a multistage cluster sampling method.
The research instruments included the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965), the
Emotional Reactivity Scale (Nock et al., 2008), the Interpersonal Sensitivity Measure (Boyce &
Parker, 1989), the Affect Balance Scale (Bradburn, 1969), and the Social Phobia Inventory (Connor
et al., 2000). Data were analyzed using Pearson correlation and structural equation modeling
techniques. The findings revealed a significant negative relationship between self-esteem and social
anxiety (p = -0.32, p < 0.01). Moreover, emotional reactivity and interpersonal sensitivity showed
significant positive relationships with social anxiety (f = 0.35 and § = 0.33, respectively; p < 0.01).
Emotional balance had a significant negative direct effect on social anxiety (f = -0.45, p < 0.001),
and its mediating role in the relationships between the independent variables and social anxiety was
also confirmed. The indirect effects were significant as well. These results suggest that emotional
balance can explain part of the influence of internal and interpersonal factors on adolescents’ social
anxiety. The findings highlight the importance of teaching emotional regulation skills,
strengthening self-esteem, and implementing cognitive-emotional interventions to reduce
adolescents’ vulnerability to social anxiety.
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Introduction

Adolescence, the developmental period between 12 and 18 years of age, is characterized by
extensive biological, cognitive, and emotional changes and is marked by identity crises,
transformations in body image, peer pressure, and family conflicts (Sharp et al., 2018). This period
is associated with mood fluctuations, decreased self-confidence, and academic and social
challenges, which can render adolescents vulnerable to psychological problems (Ausubel, 2002;
Adeyi, 2023). One of the most common of these problems is social anxiety, which has widespread
negative consequences for academic performance and quality of life (de Lijster et al., 2018).
Research indicates that three psychological factors—low self-esteem, emotional reactivity, and
interpersonal sensitivity—play a prominent role in the development of social anxiety. Low self-
esteem is associated with an increased fear of negative evaluation and heightened social avoidance
(Sobhani & Niknam, 2025; Hiller et al., 2017). Emotional reactivity, due to intense and maladaptive
responses to stimuli, disrupts emotion processing and exacerbates social anxiety (Stoddard et al.,
2017). Interpersonal sensitivity, which involves fear of rejection and exaggerated interpretation of
social cues, is also recognized as a significant predictor of social anxiety (Hall et al., 2005; Lampe,
2016). Emotional balance, reflecting the ability to regulate emotions, is diminished in anxious
adolescents and may mediate the impact of the aforementioned factors on social anxiety (Thaddeus,
2024). Given the limited comprehensive models in this area, the present study seeks to examine
whether emotional balance can mediate the relationship between self-esteem, emotional reactivity,
interpersonal sensitivity, and social anxiety among adolescents.

Methods

This study employed a descriptive—correlational design and was based on structural equation
modeling. The statistical population comprised 4,621 high school students in Khoy, Iran during the
2024-2025 academic year. Multi-stage cluster sampling was used: first, the city districts were
selected as clusters, and then public and private schools within each cluster were randomly chosen.
Two classes were randomly selected from each school, yielding a total of 450 students, in
accordance with Kline’s (2023) rule for minimum sample size. Inclusion criteria were enrollment in
grades 10-12, age between 15 and 18 years, and parental consent. Data were collected
anonymously, in compliance with ethical standards, following informed consent. Participation was
voluntary with the option to withdraw at any time. Measurement instruments included:

o Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965)

e Social Anxiety Scale (Connor et al., 2000)

« Emotional Reactivity Questionnaire (Nock et al., 2008)
e Interpersonal Sensitivity Scale (Boyce & Parker, 1989)
« Emotional Balance Scale (Bradburn, 1969)

Data were collected in coordination with schools through in-person administration of self-report
questionnaires. After coding and removal of identifying information, data were entered into SPSS.
Analyses included descriptive statistics and structural equation modeling using SmartPLS.
Throughout all stages, ethical principles, confidentiality, and access to counseling services were
maintained.
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Results

Data from 450 high school students in Khoy city were analyzed. The sample was balanced in terms
of gender, grade level, and age. Descriptive analyses indicated that boys had higher mean scores in
self-esteem and emotional balance, whereas girls had higher mean scores in emotional reactivity,
interpersonal sensitivity, and social anxiety. Prior to structural model analysis, the data were
examined for normality, absence of multicollinearity, and construct reliability and validity,
confirming that all necessary conditions were met. Correlation analyses showed that self-esteem
was negatively correlated with threat-related variables (emotional reactivity, interpersonal
sensitivity, and social anxiety) and positively correlated with emotional balance. In the direct paths,
self-esteem negatively predicted social anxiety (B = —0.320) and positively predicted emotional
balance (B = 0.290). Emotional reactivity and interpersonal sensitivity increased social anxiety and
decreased emotional balance. Emotional balance also had a strong direct negative effect on social
anxiety (B = —0.450). In the indirect paths, emotional balance functioned as a significant mediator.
Self-esteem reduced social anxiety via emotional balance, while emotional reactivity (B = 0.170)
and interpersonal sensitivity (B = 0.160) indirectly increased social anxiety through decreased
emotional balance. Model fit indices indicated excellent fit: SRMR = 0.047, NFI = 0.966, R? for
social anxiety = 0.52, and R? for emotional balance = 0.47, demonstrating the model’s strong
explanatory power for adolescent social anxiety.

Table 3. Direct and Indirect Path Coefficients

Variables Path Coefficient () t-value p-value
Self-esteem — Social Anxiety -0.320 2.431 0.011
Self-esteem — Emotional Balance 0.290 2.490 0.001
Emotional Reactivity — Social Anxiety 0.350 2.651 0.009
Emotional Reactivity — Emotional Balance -0.380 3.458 0.001
Interpersonal Sensitivity — Social Anxiety 0.330 2.561 0.001
Interpersonal Sensitivity — Emotional Balance —0.360 2.761 0.001
Emotional Balance — Social Anxiety -0.450 5.429 0.001
Self-esteem — Emotional Balance — Social Anxiety -0.430 3.516 0.011
Emotional Reactivity — Emotional Balance — Social Anxiety 0.170 2.780 0.001
Interpersonal Sensitivity — Emotional Balance — Social Anxiety 0.160 2.990 0.009

Discussion and Conclusion
The results of this study indicated that self-esteem, emotional reactivity, and interpersonal
sensitivity play a pivotal role in explaining adolescents’ social anxiety, with emotional balance
serving as a key mediator among these variables. Self-esteem had both direct and indirect negative
effects on social anxiety, suggesting that adolescents with more positive self-concepts experience
better emotional balance and lower social anxiety. In contrast, emotional reactivity and
interpersonal sensitivity both directly increased social anxiety, with a substantial portion of this
effect occurring through diminished emotional balance. These findings are consistent with previous
research on the role of self-esteem in reducing social anxiety (Hiller et al., 2017; Liao et al., 2023),
the influence of emotional reactivity on emotional disorders (Stoddard et al., 2017; Crum et al.,
2021), and the predictive role of interpersonal sensitivity in social anxiety (Harb et al., 2002;
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Wilhelm et al., 2004). The study’s theoretical framework aligns with cognitive—social models of
social anxiety (Wells, 1995), the vulnerability—stress model (Ingram & Luxton, 2005), and emotion
regulation theories (Gross, 2015). Within this model, emotional balance acted as a filter, modulating
the strength of both risk and protective factors. The findings also have important practical
implications: Interventions aimed at enhancing self-esteem, improving emotion regulation skills,
training in managing emotional reactions, and reducing interpersonal sensitivity can directly
contribute to lowering social anxiety. Despite these contributions, the study has limitations
including its cross-sectional design and reliance on self-report measures. Future research is
recommended to employ longitudinal designs and more diverse samples to validate and extend
these findings.
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Table 2: Results of Pearson correlation test between research variables
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Figure 1: Structural model of social anxiety based on self-esteem, emotional excitability, and interpersonal sensitivity mediated by
emotional balance
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Table 3: Direct and indirect path coefficients
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