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Abstract:

Objective: The present study aimed to investigate the mediating role of cognitive appraisal in the
relationship between rejection sensitivity and anxiety symptoms in female university students.

Methods and Materials: This research was a descriptive-correlational study using structural
equation modeling. The statistical population included all female students at universities in Tehran,
and a sample of 400 was selected based on Morgan’s table through convenience sampling.
Standardized questionnaires were used to assess rejection sensitivity, cognitive appraisal, and
anxiety symptoms (Beck Anxiety Inventory). Data were analyzed using Pearson correlation and
SEM via SPSS-27 and AMOS-21.

Findings: Results indicated significant positive correlations between rejection sensitivity and
cognitive appraisal (r = 0.41, p < .01), cognitive appraisal and anxiety symptoms (r = 0.47, p <.01),
and rejection sensitivity and anxiety symptoms (r = 0.54, p < .01). The structural model
demonstrated good fit (CFI = 0.95, RMSEA = 0.052). Path analysis confirmed that cognitive
appraisal significantly mediated the relationship between rejection sensitivity and anxiety symptoms
(indirect effect = 0.16).

Conclusion: The findings suggest that cognitive appraisal serves as a significant mediating
mechanism through which rejection sensitivity influences anxiety symptoms. Cognitive-based
psychological interventions may help reduce anxiety in female students with high rejection
sensitivity.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Rejection sensitivity has garnered considerable scholarly
attention in recent years as a key interpersonal vulnerability
factor strongly associated with anxiety symptoms,
particularly in young women. Defined as the tendency to
anxiously expect, readily perceive, and overreact to social
rejection, this trait has been linked to elevated emotional
reactivity and heightened threat perception in social contexts
(Noda et al., 2022; Ranta et al., 2022). Individuals high in
rejection sensitivity often interpret ambiguous social cues as
signs of rejection and respond with intense emotional
distress, including anxiety and social withdrawal. This
association becomes particularly pronounced among female
students who may encounter social-evaluative threats within
academic and peer environments (Wu et al., 2024).

While rejection sensitivity contributes directly to anxiety,
psychological theories highlight the importance of mediating
cognitive mechanisms that influence how individuals
interpret and react to perceived threats. Cognitive appraisal
theory, first articulated within the framework of stress and
coping, suggests that individuals’ emotional responses are
largely shaped by their subjective evaluations of situational
demands and coping resources (Agustiningsih, 2021; Aizawa
& Omori, 2021). Appraisals that frame situations as
threatening or uncontrollable tend to elicit anxiety and other
negative emotional states. Conversely, challenge-oriented
appraisals can buffer emotional responses and facilitate
adaptive coping (Lee, 2021; Thomas & Cassady, 2019).

Numerous empirical studies support the mediating role of
cognitive appraisal in the relationship between individual
vulnerabilities and emotional outcomes. For instance,
research has shown that athletes’ emotional performance
states are determined by how they appraise competition-
related stressors (Chadha et al.,, 2023), while academic
studies have linked negative appraisals with increased
learning anxiety (Huang & Yang, 2023; Zhao & Xi, 2024). In

the clinical domain, individuals with heightened threat

\e.

perception due to performance pressure or social evaluation
tend to report greater anxiety levels, especially when their
cognitive appraisals frame the situation as overwhelming or
uncontrollable (Harris et al., 2023; Li et al., 2022; Milne et
al., 2019). Moreover, studies on cognitive mechanisms
during the COVID-19 pandemic found that metacognitive
distortions and maladaptive appraisals were predictive of
increased anxiety and impaired functioning (Kero et al.,
2023; Kero et al., 2022).

Given this background, the present study aimed to
examine the mediating role of cognitive appraisal in the
relationship between rejection sensitivity and anxiety
symptoms in female university students. Building on prior
evidence that appraisals influence emotional reactivity
(Gomesh et al., 2017; Osborne & McPherson, 2018), this
study used a structural equation model to test whether
students with higher rejection sensitivity exhibit greater
anxiety symptoms due to the way they cognitively appraise
social situations.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a descriptive-correlational
design and utilized structural equation modeling to examine
the hypothesized relationships between variables. The
statistical population consisted of female students attending
universities in Tehran. Using Morgan and Krejcie’s table, a
sample of 400 participants was determined and selected
through convenience sampling. Participants completed three
the
the

standard  questionnaires:

(RSQ),
Questionnaire (based on Lazarus & Folkman’s model), and
the Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI). All
demonstrated acceptable validity and reliability in prior

Rejection  Sensitivity

Questionnaire Cognitive  Appraisal

instruments
Iranian studies. Data were analyzed using Pearson
correlation in SPSS-27 and structural equation modeling in
AMOS-21.

Findings

Descriptive statistics indicated that the mean score for

rejection sensitivity was 62.47 (SD = 11.36), cognitive
appraisal was 38.25 (SD = 6.92), and anxiety symptoms
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averaged 29.78 (SD = 10.15). Correlation analysis revealed
significant positive relationships between all variables.
Rejection sensitivity was positively correlated with
cognitive appraisal (r = 0.41, p < .01), and both rejection
sensitivity (r = 0.54, p < .01) and cognitive appraisal (r =
0.47, p < .01) were positively correlated with anxiety
symptoms.

Model fit indices confirmed that the structural model had
an acceptable fit to the data: y* = 174.38, df = 84, y?/df =
2.07, GFI =0.93, AGFI =0.90, CFI = 0.95, TLI =0.94, and
RMSEA = 0.052. Path analysis showed that rejection
sensitivity had a significant direct effect on cognitive
appraisal (B = 0.36, SE = 0.05, B = 0.41, p < .001), and
cognitive appraisal had a significant effect on anxiety
symptoms (B = 0.44, SE = 0.07, B = 0.35, p < .001). The
direct path from rejection sensitivity to anxiety symptoms
was also significant (B=0.48, SE=0.06, =0.42, p <.001).
The indirect effect of rejection sensitivity on anxiety
symptoms through cognitive appraisal was 0.16, and the
total effect was 0.64, confirming the mediating role of
cognitive appraisal.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study provide empirical support for the
theoretical model in which cognitive appraisal serves as a
significant mediator between rejection sensitivity and
anxiety symptoms in female university students. The
findings confirm that rejection sensitivity alone is not
sufficient to produce high levels of anxiety unless it is
accompanied by negative cognitive evaluations of social
situations. In particular, students who exhibit heightened
rejection sensitivity are more likely to perceive social

encounters as threatening or uncontrollable, which in turn

\e.

amplifies their emotional responses and leads to elevated
anxiety symptoms.

These results underscore the importance of examining
internal cognitive mechanisms that shape emotional
outcomes. By identifying cognitive appraisal as a key
intervening factor, this study contributes to the broader
understanding of how dispositional vulnerabilities such as
rejection sensitivity translate into emotional disturbances.
Moreover, the use of structural equation modeling allowed
for a comprehensive analysis of both direct and indirect
effects, thereby offering a nuanced view of the dynamic
interactions between psychological variables.

In practical terms, these findings have implications for
prevention and intervention strategies targeting student
mental health. Cognitive-based therapies and training
programs that promote adaptive appraisal strategies may
reduce the negative emotional impact of rejection sensitivity.
For example, helping students reinterpret challenging social
situations in a less threatening manner can potentially
weaken the link between interpersonal sensitivity and
anxiety. Such interventions are particularly relevant for
female students, who may be more susceptible to social
evaluative stress and its psychological consequences.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that cognitive
appraisal is not merely a passive reflection of situational
demands but an active mediator that shapes emotional
reactions to interpersonal threats. By focusing on how
students think about and interpret experiences of rejection,
educators and mental health professionals can design more
effective to address

programs anxiety and foster

psychological resilience in academic settings.
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