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Avrticle type: The purpose of this study was to develop a model of social anxiety in high school
Research Article students that is rooted in uncompromising perfectionism, experiential avoidance, and

the mediating influence of emotion regulation difficulties. This descriptive-
correlational study was conducted on 160 boys and 190 girls (350 students) at
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Keywords: ) experiential avoidance (B=0.54; p<0.01), which in turn had a significant direct effect
Difficulty Regulating Emotion, . . _ . P : : :
P - . on social anxiety (f=0.19; p<0.01). The indirect influence of emotion regulation
Experiential Avoidance, Perfectionism, difficulti ial iet fi d by bootst Ivsi dth h
Social Anxiety, Students. ifficulties on social anxiety was confirmed by bootstrap analysis, and the researc
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Experiential Avoidance with a Mediating Role of Difficulty in Emotion Regulation

Extended Abstract

Aim

High school students undergo a critical developmental transition into adulthood. During this period, they
experience various psychological changes and are particularly vulnerable to mental health issues (Li et al.,
2020). Among these challenges, Social Anxiety Disorder (SAD) is one of the most common forms of
anxiety (Nordahl et al., 2021). Numerous studies have confirmed the high prevalence of social anxiety
among students (Koorki et al., 2023). Social Anxiety Disorder is characterized by a persistent and intense
fear of social or performance situations, driven by the belief that one may behave in an embarrassing or
humiliating way (American Psychological Association, 2013).

Two psychological factors that significantly influence students’ social anxiety are perfectionism
(Yovani & Rumondor, 2021) and experiential avoidance (Davis et al., 2023). Recent research has also
emphasized the importance of emotion regulation in anxiety disorders, showing that difficulties in
regulating emotions can greatly contribute to the development of social anxiety (Solbakken et al., 2023).
Based on these findings, the aim of the present study is to examine the mediating role of emotion regulation
difficulties in the relationship between experiential avoidance and perfectionism with Social Anxiety
Disorder.

Methodology

This study used a descriptive-correlational design employing structural equation modeling (SEM). In the
proposed model, perfectionism and experiential avoidance were treated as exogenous variables, emotion
regulation difficulty as the mediating variable, and social anxiety as the endogenous variable. The statistical
population included all second-year high school students in Khorramabad during the 2023-2024 academic
year. Following Kline’s (2015) guideline of 20 participants per observed variable, a total sample of 350
students was selected—accounting for potential dropout—and included in the statistical analysis. A cluster
random sampling method was employed: 10 schools and 2 classes from each school were randomly chosen
from among the high schools in Khorramabad. The following instruments were administered: the Social
Phobia Inventory (SPIN; Connor et al., 2000), the Perfectionism Inventory (PI; Hill et al., 2004), the
Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-1l (AAQ-I11), and the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale
(DERS; Gratz & Roemer, 2004). Inclusion criteria consisted of being a student and providing informed
consent. Exclusion criteria included incomplete responses or unwillingness to participate. Before data
collection, participants were informed about the study's aims, the implementation procedure,
confidentiality, voluntary participation, and their right to withdraw at any time. Ethical considerations
included ensuring that responses would be analyzed in aggregate form and treated with confidentiality.

At the descriptive level, means and standard deviations were used to summarize the data. At the
inferential level, Pearson correlation coefficients and structural equation modeling were used to analyze
relationships between variables. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS version 22 and AMOS version
24.

Findings

The study included 350 students, consisting of 160 males (45.7%) and 190 females (54.3%). Participants
were distributed across three grade levels: 97 students (27.7%) in the tenth grade, 116 students (33.1%) in
the eleventh grade, and 137 students (39.1%) in the twelfth grade. The average age was 16.70 years (SD =
2.89). Descriptive statistics—including means, standard deviations, and indices of skewness and kurtosis—
were reported to assess data normality. The skewness and kurtosis values for all variables fell within the
acceptable range of —2 to +2, indicating a normal distribution suitable for structural equation modeling
(SEM). The Kolmogorov—-Smirnov test further confirmed the normality of the data (p > 0.05).

Correlation analysis revealed significant associations among all variables. The Durbin—Watson statistic
(1.97) indicated no autocorrelation in the residuals. Additionally, the tolerance coefficients and variance
inflation factors (VIFs)—all below the critical threshold of 2—confirmed the absence of multicollinearity.
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Sample adequacy (KMO = 0.89) and Bartlett’s test of sphericity (¥ = 82, p < 0.01) confirmed that the
assumptions for SEM were met. Model fit indices indicated a good fit to the data: y*/df = 2.31, CF1=0.97,
NFI=0.95, IFI =0.97, RFI1 =0.93, TLI = 0.96, RMSEA = 0.05, and PCLOSE = 0.12—meeting the criteria
recommended by Hu and Bentler (1999). Path analysis showed that all direct effects among the study
variables were statistically significant at the 0.05 level. The mediating role of emotion regulation difficulty
in the relationship between maladaptive perfectionism, experiential avoidance, and social anxiety was
examined using bootstrap analysis with 2,000 samples. Results revealed significant indirect effects,
indicating that emotion regulation difficulty partially mediates the relationships between the predictor
variables and social anxiety.

In conclusion, maladaptive perfectionism and experiential avoidance explained 61% of the variance in
emotion regulation difficulty, while emotion regulation difficulty, maladaptive perfectionism, and
experiential avoidance together accounted for 71% of the variance in social anxiety. These findings
highlight the critical role of these variables in understanding social anxiety among students.
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Figure 1. The final research model

Conclusion

This study aimed to investigate the mediating role of emotion regulation difficulties in the relationship
between maladaptive perfectionism, experiential avoidance, and social anxiety among students. The
proposed model assessed both direct and indirect pathways and demonstrated acceptable fit indices.
Findings revealed that maladaptive perfectionism and experiential avoidance accounted for 61% of the
variance in emotion regulation difficulties. Furthermore, these two variables, along with emotion regulation
difficulties, collectively explained 71% of the variance in social anxiety. A key finding of this study was
the significant direct effect of maladaptive perfectionism on social anxiety, consistent with the findings of
Jensen (2023), Barahmand et al. (2023), Akkus et al. (2023), Casale et al. (2023), Stricker et al. (2022), and
Jean (2023). Maladaptive perfectionism—a personality trait marked by excessively high standards and
harsh self-criticism for perceived failures—can directly and indirectly contribute to the persistence of social
anxiety in students. Additionally, the study demonstrated a significant direct effect of experiential
avoidance on social anxiety, supporting the results of Farhadi et al. (2022), Reshadat et al. (2019), and
Cookson et al. (2020). Experiential avoidance, an ineffective coping strategy, involves attempts to evade
unpleasant emotions, thoughts, or experiences. This avoidance limits students' exposure to potentially
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challenging but growth-promoting social situations, thereby reducing opportunities to build social
competence and reinforcing anxiety. The study also found a direct effect of difficulties in emotion
regulation on social anxiety, in line with the work of Mathijs et al. (2024), Jiao & Fincham (2024), Masters
et al. (2023), and Ruan et al. (2023). Emotion regulation difficulties—characterized by challenges in
recognizing, understanding, and managing emotional responses—can lead to heightened reactivity in
stressful social situations, thereby intensifying social anxiety.

In summary, this research developed and tested a conceptual model of social anxiety in students based
on maladaptive perfectionism and experiential avoidance, with emotion regulation difficulties as a
mediating factor. The results suggest that maladaptive perfectionism and experiential avoidance both
directly and indirectly exacerbate social anxiety through their impact on emotion regulation. Given the
novelty of this model in the context of student populations, this study offers a meaningful and original
contribution to the literature. However, it also has limitations, such as reliance on self-report measures,
which may introduce response bias. Future research should consider incorporating qualitative methods,
such as interviews, to enhance data richness and validity. Based on these findings, it is recommended that
schools implement emotion regulation training and educational interventions aimed at reducing
maladaptive perfectionism. Clinicians and school counselors should address both perfectionism and
experiential avoidance in their treatment protocols for social anxiety. Interventions should prioritize
fostering adaptive emotion regulation strategies and reducing avoidance-based coping.

Keywords: Difficulty Regulating Emotion, Experiential Avoidance, Perfectionism, Social Anxiety,
Students.
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