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Abstract:

Objective: The aim of this study was to investigate the role of negative bias in the development of
social anxiety through the mediating effect of fear of negative evaluation.

Methods and Materials: This descriptive-correlational study was conducted on individuals
residing in Tehran. Using convenience sampling and Morgan and Krejcie’s table, 379 participants
were selected. The research instruments included the Negative Interpretation Questionnaire, the
Brief Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale (BFNE), and the Social Interaction Anxiety Scale (SIAS).
Data analysis was performed using Pearson correlation and Structural Equation Modeling (SEM)
with SPSS-27 and AMOS-21 software.

Findings: Pearson correlation results revealed a significant positive relationship between negative
bias and social anxiety (r = 0.55, p < 0.001), and between fear of negative evaluation and social
anxiety (r = 0.61, p <0.001). SEM analysis indicated that negative bias predicted social anxiety both
directly (=0.29, p <0.001) and indirectly through fear of negative evaluation (§=0.27,p <0.001).

Received: 2025-03-03 Model fit indices indicated a good model fit (CFI = 0.97, RMSEA = 0.056).
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Conclusion: The findings highlight that negative bias can increase social anxiety by elevating fear
of negative evaluation. Thus, psychological interventions targeting cognitive biases and reducing
fear of evaluation could help decrease social anxiety levels.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Social anxiety is a prevalent psychological issue
characterized by intense fear and avoidance of social
situations due to concerns about being negatively evaluated
by others. Researchers have consistently emphasized that
fear of negative evaluation is one of the central features of
social anxiety disorder (Ahmadabadi, Zabihi, et al., 2024; Li
et al., 2023). This cognitive concern can lead individuals to
interpret ambiguous social interactions as threatening,
thereby reinforcing social withdrawal and discomfort (Gao,
2025; Vinograd et al., 2020). Negative interpretation bias, a
cognitive pattern involving a tendency to interpret neutral or
ambiguous situations negatively, has also been shown to
significantly contribute to the development and maintenance
of social anxiety (Mufoz et al., 2024; Wan et al., 2024).
Several theoretical frameworks, including the Bivalent
Fear of Evaluation Model, propose that both fear of negative
and positive evaluation are involved in social anxiety
processes (Akkus, 2023; Johnson et al., 2020). However, the
fear of negative evaluation remains more robustly associated
with social anxiety symptoms. Previous research has
indicated that fear of negative evaluation could mediate the
relationship between cognitive vulnerabilities, such as
negative  interpretation bias, and social anxiety
(Ahmadabadi, Mohsen, et al., 2024; Macovei et al., 2023).
Indeed, individuals with a stronger tendency toward negative
interpretation are more likely to experience heightened fear
of evaluation, subsequently leading to increased social
anxiety symptoms (Dilger et al., 2024; Vente et al., 2022).
Further, environmental factors such as parenting styles,
peer rejection, and early traumatic experiences have been
linked to heightened sensitivity to evaluation and greater
susceptibility to social anxiety (Liu et al., 2023; Zhang et al.,
2025). Social and cultural contexts may also shape the
intensity and expression of these cognitive biases and fears
(Li, 2025; Zhang et al., 2021). Despite a growing body of

literature on this subject, few studies have empirically tested
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the mediating role of fear of negative evaluation between
negative interpretation bias and social anxiety using robust
statistical models such as structural equation modeling.

Given these gaps, the present study aimed to investigate
the direct effect of negative bias on social anxiety, as well as
the indirect effect through the mediating role of fear of
negative evaluation.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a descriptive-correlational research
design. The statistical population consisted of individuals
residing in Tehran, Iran. A sample of 379 participants was
selected using a convenience sampling method, based on the
sample size suggested by Morgan and Krejcie’s table.
Participation was voluntary, and all participants provided
informed consent before completing the study measures.

The
Interpretation Questionnaire to assess negative cognitive
bias, the Brief Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale (BFNE) to

research instruments included the Negative

measure fear of negative evaluation, and the Social
Interaction Anxiety Scale (SIAS) to assess levels of social
anxiety. Participants responded to all items using Likert-type
rating scales according to each questionnaire’s standard
instructions.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 27 for descriptive
and inferential statistics. Pearson correlation coefficients
were calculated to examine relationships among the study
variables. Furthermore, structural equation modeling (SEM)
was conducted using AMOS version 21 to test the
hypothesized mediation model. Goodness-of-fit indices,
including Chi-square (y?), degrees of freedom (df), y*/df
ratio, GFI, AGFI, CFI, RMSEA, and TLI, were used to
evaluate model fit.

Findings

Descriptive statistics showed that the mean score for
negative bias was 64.38 (SD = 8.57), for fear of negative
evaluation was 42.71 (SD = 7.49), and for social anxiety was
51.92 (SD =9.23).

Pearson correlation analysis revealed significant positive

correlations among all variables. Negative bias was
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positively correlated with fear of negative evaluation (r =
0.48, p < 0.001) and social anxiety (r = 0.55, p < 0.001).
Additionally, fear of negative evaluation was positively
correlated with social anxiety (r = 0.61, p < 0.001).

Structural equation modeling results indicated that the
model had a good fit to the data (y*> = 104.28, df = 47, y?/df
= 2.22, GFI = 0.96, AGFI = 0.93, CFI = 0.97, RMSEA =
0.056, TLI = 0.95). Path analysis revealed that negative bias
had a significant direct effect on fear of negative evaluation
(B =0.47, SE = 0.06, B = 0.48, p < 0.001), and fear of
negative evaluation had a significant direct effect on social
anxiety (B = 0.54, SE =0.05, p = 0.57, p <0.001). Negative
bias also had a significant direct effect on social anxiety (B
=0.28, SE=0.07, =0.29, p <0.001).

Moreover, the indirect effect of negative bias on social
anxiety through fear of negative evaluation was significant
(B=0.25,SE=0.04,3=0.27,p <0.001), and the total effect
of negative bias on social anxiety (direct plus indirect) was
also substantial (B =0.53, SE =0.06, = 0.56, p < 0.001).

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that negative bias
significantly predicts social anxiety both directly and
indirectly through fear of negative evaluation. Individuals
with a greater tendency to interpret social situations

negatively are more likely to experience heightened fear of
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being evaluated unfavorably, which in turn exacerbates their
social anxiety symptoms. This underscores the importance
of cognitive vulnerabilities in the etiology of social anxiety
and highlights fear of evaluation as a crucial mechanism
linking cognitive biases to emotional outcomes.

The results suggest that targeting negative cognitive
patterns and fears of evaluation could be effective strategies
for interventions aiming to reduce social anxiety.
Techniques such as cognitive restructuring, exposure
therapy focusing on social situations, and interventions
enhancing cognitive flexibility may help individuals
reinterpret social cues more adaptively and decrease their
fear of judgment. Furthermore, prevention programs that
address early cognitive biases and fears of evaluation may
mitigate the development of social anxiety in at-risk
populations.

In conclusion, this study contributes to a better
understanding of the cognitive mechanisms underlying
social anxiety and supports the development of targeted
therapeutic approaches. By clarifying the mediating role of
fear of negative evaluation, the findings provide a more
nuanced framework for both researchers and clinicians

interested in addressing social anxiety more effectively.
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