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Abstract:

Objective: The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral therapy
(CBT) on perceived stress in students with shyness.

Methodology: This research employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest-posttest control
group and a follow-up phase. The statistical population consisted of all undergraduate students with
shyness at the Islamic Azad University, Sari Branch, who were enrolled during the first semester of
the 2023-2024 academic year. The sample included 30 students who met the inclusion criteria and
expressed willingness to participate in therapy. They were purposefully selected and randomly
assigned to an experimental group (n = 15) and a control group (n = 15). The Perceived Stress Scale
(PSS) developed by Cohen was administered to both groups. The experimental group received nine
60-minute sessions of group cognitive-behavioral therapy, while the control group was placed on a
waiting list. After the intervention, the same questionnaire was re-administered to both groups. The
data were analyzed using both descriptive and inferential statistics. In the descriptive section,
minimum and maximum scores, means, and standard deviations were reported. For inferential
statistics, multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) and univariate analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA) were conducted to compare the pretest and posttest mean scores between groups, using
SPSS version 25.

Findings: The results indicated that cognitive-behavioral therapy significantly reduced perceived
stress in students with shyness (p < .001).

Conclusion: The results of this study showed that cognitive-behavioral therapy can effectively
reduce perceived stress in students with shyness and can be utilized as a practical method in
psychological interventions for this population.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction
University life marks a pivotal transition in the
developmental trajectory of young adults, characterized by
shifts in social roles, academic responsibilities, and
autonomy from parental figures (Igbal et al., 2024). This
period is often accompanied by numerous psychosocial
challenges that necessitate adaptive coping skills to maintain
psychological well-being (Cordier et al., 2021; Zhao et al.,
2024). For individuals with shyness, navigating such
transitions can be particularly stressful, as this personality
trait is closely associated with social inhibition, heightened
self-consciousness, and fear of negative evaluation
(ArazGoldi, 2018; Li & Heydarnejad, 2024). Research
that

disruptions in emotional processing and regulation, leading

increasingly  suggests shyness correlates  with
to elevated perceived stress levels (Cordier et al., 2021; Zhao
et al., 2024).

Perceived stress reflects an individual’s subjective
evaluation of life stressors and their ability to cope, which
can be significantly distorted in shy individuals due to
maladaptive cognitive appraisals (Feizi et al., 2024; Lueke &
Assar, 2024). When left unaddressed, high levels of
perceived stress may compromise immune functioning and
exacerbate risks for depression and anxiety disorders
(Graves et al., 2021). In light of these challenges, cognitive-
behavioral therapy (CBT) emerges as a promising
intervention, aiming to restructure maladaptive thought
patterns and enhance coping mechanisms (Karyotaki et al.,
2022; Suranata et al., 2020). CBT operates by targeting core
cognitive distortions, teaching clients to challenge irrational
beliefs, and equipping them with practical behavioral and
emotional regulation skills (Bantjes et al., 2021; Mariappan
& Mukhtar, 2024).

In addition to its cognitive and behavioral dimensions,
CBT incorporates communication and conflict-resolution
strategies, enabling clients to function more adaptively in

social contexts. This therapy model is especially relevant for

ag

shy students, who may lack assertiveness and struggle with
By

thoughts, emotions, and behaviors, these individuals can

self-expression. learning to distinguish between
gain better control over anxiety-provoking situations (Lin et
al., 2024). Furthermore, CBT encourages the development
of future-oriented problem-solving and conflict resolution
abilities, promoting sustained mental health improvements
(Butler et al., 2021). Given the rising prevalence of shyness
and its psychological consequences in student populations,
this study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of CBT in
reducing perceived stress among shy university students
(Samantaray et al., 2021).

Methods and Materials

This study utilized a quasi-experimental design with
pretest-posttest and a follow-up phase, including an
experimental and a control group. The statistical population
comprised undergraduate students with shyness enrolled at
Islamic Azad University, Sari Branch, during the 2023-2024
academic year. Based on a targeted sampling approach, 30
students meeting inclusion criteria were selected and
randomly assigned to experimental (n = 15) and control (n =
15) groups. Inclusion criteria involved scoring above a
defined threshold on the Stanford Shyness Questionnaire,
being between 20 and 30 years old, and not currently
undergoing psychiatric treatment or using psychiatric
medication.

The intervention consisted of nine structured weekly
CBT group sessions, each lasting 60 minutes, grounded in
Beck’s cognitive therapy model. The sessions included
psychoeducation, cognitive restructuring, thought-stopping
techniques, gradual exposure, assertiveness training, and
problem-solving skills. The control group was placed on a
waitlist. All participants completed the Perceived Stress
Scale (PSS) at pretest, posttest, and four-month follow-up
stages. Data were analyzed using SPSS-25. Descriptive
statistics (mean, standard deviation) and inferential analyses
including repeated measures ANOVA were employed.

Findings
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In terms of demographic distribution, the experimental
group consisted of 53.33% women and 46.67% men, while
the control group included 40% women and 60% men. The
most common age range was 23-26 years across both
groups. Descriptive analysis of perceived stress scores
showed that the experimental group’s mean scores decreased
from 32.60 (pretest) to 28.07 (posttest) and 28.20 (follow-
up), while the control group remained relatively stable.

Repeated measures ANOVA revealed a statistically
significant main effect of time on perceived stress scores (F
=22.981, p <.001, n* = 0.451), indicating that stress levels
changed across the three assessment points. A significant
group effect was also found (F = 24.106, p < .001, n? =
0.463), confirming a difference between the intervention and
control groups. Additionally, the interaction effect of group
x time was significant (F = 23.453, p < .001, n? = 0.456),
suggesting that CBT had a differential impact over time.

Bonferroni post hoc comparisons showed significant
reductions in perceived stress between pretest and posttest
(mean difference = 2.367, p <.001) and between pretest and
follow-up (mean difference = 2.067, p < .001) in the
experimental group. However, the difference between
posttest and follow-up was not statistically significant (mean
difference = -0.300, p = 1.000), indicating stability of the
intervention’s effects over time.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrated that cognitive-
behavioral therapy significantly reduced perceived stress in
shy university students and that these effects were

maintained at follow-up. This outcome aligns with previous

vy

studies, emphasizing CBT’s efficacy in targeting the
cognitive and emotional vulnerabilities underlying stress in
socially inhibited individuals. By challenging irrational
beliefs and fostering more adaptive coping strategies, CBT
empowers shy students to reframe their perceptions of social
and academic challenges, thereby reducing their
psychological distress.

Moreover, the structured format of CBT, which combines
psychoeducation, cognitive restructuring, exposure, and
skill-building exercises, appears well-suited for addressing
the multifaceted nature of shyness and perceived stress. The
durability of its effects at follow-up highlights the potential
for long-term benefits, even after the formal conclusion of
the therapy sessions. This reinforces the notion that CBT
facilitates not only symptom reduction but also skill
acquisition and resilience.

Given the cost-effectiveness, time-efficiency, and
accessibility of group-based CBT, its implementation within
university counseling centers could serve as a valuable
intervention  for at-risk students. However, the
generalizability of these results may be limited due to the
specific population sampled. Future studies should aim to
replicate these findings across diverse educational contexts
and utilize multi-method assessment strategies, such as
interviews and behavioral observations, to complement self-
report data. Nonetheless, the present study provides
compelling evidence supporting the integration of CBT into
student mental health services for managing perceived stress

in individuals with shyness.
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