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Introduction: This study aimed to explore the relationship between feelings of inferiority and social anxiety in Chinese junior high school students. In addition, it examined the potential mediating effect of fear of negative evaluation in this relationship.

Methods: A survey was administered to a sample of 734 Chinese junior high school students. The Feelings of Inadequacy Scale, Brief Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale, and Social Avoidance Distress Scale were used.

Results: First, there were significant positive correlations between all subscales for the inferiority feelings, social anxiety, and fear of negative evaluation. Furthermore, fear of negative evaluation mediated the predictive effects of four inferiority subscales (i.e., self-esteem, academic ability, appearance, and physical ability) for social anxiety. However, the total score for the sense of inferiority and social confidence subscale lacked this mediating effect.

Conclusion: The inferiority feelings of self-esteem, academic ability, appearance, and physical ability may directly and indirectly predict social anxiety through fear of negative evaluation.
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1. Introduction

Junior high school students are in an important developmental transition period to maturity. During adolescence, the students facing psychophysical changes are vulnerable to psychological problems (Li et al., 2020). Although they are growing quickly, mental health services in China still have a lot of issues. Due to widespread stigma, a lack of human resources, and disjointed service delivery models, mental health services are underutilized in China (Liu et al., 2018b). Therefore, Chinese adolescents still face various psychological crisis and behavioral problems (Zhou et al., 2020), such as anxiety (Wu et al., 2021), depression (Wu et al., 2021), internet addiction (Chi et al., 2020), suicide (Li et al., 2021). In addition, students are under tremendous pressure from study and competition in China’s education system (Sun et al., 2012). A competitive education system in traditional Chinese culture has been linked with the high incidence of anxiety among adolescents (Liu et al., 2018a). In sociocultural situations with closely knit social networks, worries about being rejected and losing vital social resources may be stoked (e.g., East Asian cultures; Schunk et al., 2022). Chinese people may be higher in rejection avoidance than western. In this case, Chinese adolescents are probably more likely to be fearful of negative evaluations from peers or teachers. Some studies have shown that the East Asian prefer to avoid accrual of negative reputation (Yamagishi et al., 2008). In other words, Chinese adolescents tend to avoid social when they are concerned about negative perceptions of themselves. Therefore, it is very meaningful to study the psychological characteristics of junior high school students’ inferiority feelings, fear of negative evaluation and social anxiety.

Social anxiety is a common adolescent anxiety characterized by an unreasonable fear of negative appraisal in social situations (Morrison and Heimberg, 2013). Social anxiety is diagnosed when this concern begins to impair interpersonal communication. Compared with students in other age groups, junior high school students have higher levels of social anxiety. Furthermore, the incidence of social anxiety disorder in adolescence exceeds 50% (Aderka et al., 2012). Moreover, social anxiety increases risk for other clinical disorders such as depression (Kalin, 2020). Although social anxiety may be relieved with school closure during the COVID-19 outbreak, such improvement is likely to be short-lived (Morrissette, 2021). Children and youths with the high social anxiety traits will face significant challenges when schools reopen. Therefore, sustained and effective interventions are needed based on a full understanding of the causes of adolescent social anxiety during a pandemic.

Feelings of inferiority involves feelings of weakness and inability to help oneself (Ergun-Basak and Aydin, 2019). People with low self-esteem tend to despise themselves and believe that they are less valuable than others (Adler, 1927). Negative emotional experiences stem from underestimation of self in social comparisons. Severe feelings of inferiority are psychological defect (Adler, 1927). There are two core concepts for inferiority feelings: poor self-evaluation and negative emotional experience (Tang, 2012). The psychological development stage of junior high school students occurs during the adolescent period. Their self-awareness develops rapidly but inconsistently (Agbaria et al., 2012). They are very sensitive to the evaluations of others, especially negative ones. Thus, they cannot accurately perceive themselves, which may lead to low self-concept and even a sense of inferiority. People with high inferiority feelings are afraid to interact with others for fear of rejection and tend to adopt an avoidant approach, which may exacerbate social anxiety (Shim et al., 2013). Numerous researchers have also found that lower self-evaluation influences the development of social anxiety, and that lower self-evaluation is a major cause of inferiority feelings (Lin and Fan, 2022). According to the conceptual study of inferiority complex and social anxiety, inferiority complex is an individual’s negative evaluation of self, and the negative feedback from the external environment can lead to social anxiety. Studies have shown that the feelings of inferiority influenced social interactions and social relationships with peers (Collins, 1996; Wilkinson, 1999; Liu et al., 2022). In addition, inferiority feelings still explain a significant amount of variation in interpersonal rumination (Cimsir, 2019), and self-esteem is an important negative predictor of social anxiety (Yücens and Üzer, 2018; You et al., 2019). The current researches on inferiority have focused on the definition, cause, and solution (Lyu, 2022). However, individuals are often unique, and there is little discussion on commonality. Current limitations are that little research has focused on inferiority at specific levels, such as the inferiority of academics, appearance, social interaction, and physical ability. As a result, we proposed Hypothesis 1.


Hypothesis 1 (H1): All subscales for the inferiority feelings are correlated with social anxiety.
 

Watson and Friend (1969) defined fear of negative evaluation as apprehension about others’ appraisal, distress about the possibility of unfavorable judgment, avoidance of situations involving evaluations, and anticipation one would be unfavorably evaluated. The essence of inferiority feelings is the low self-esteem, and the individuals are unable to face their strengths and weaknesses in a rational and objective manner. Junior high school students in the sensitive period are still in the immature stage of self-awareness, which are prone to poor self-perception bias (Portillo and Fernández-Baena, 2019). “Biased self-perception” refers to the tendency to perceive one’s social performance as more negative than that of the observer, which is a characteristic of high fear of negatively evaluating individuals (Nordahl et al., 2017). Previous research has shown that individuals with lower self-esteem were more prone to have a higher level of fear of negative evaluation (Ahadzadeh et al., 2018). Due to poor self-representation and negative schemas, unpleasant experiences often accompany fear of evaluation. Inferiority feelings are therefore likely to contribute to the fear of negative evaluation. At the same time, fear of negative evaluation is considered as a cognitive and emotional risk factor for social anxiety (Haikal and Hong, 2010). It is closely related to trait anxiety and social avoidance (Stein et al., 2002). Throughout the literature, it has been found that fear of negative evaluations is associated with social anxiety (Zhong and Zhang, 2011; Cheng and Binrong, 2016). Some cognitive models suggest that social anxiety stems in part from fear of negative evaluations and excessive self-focus (Clark and Wells, 1995; Rapee and Heimberg, 1997). Excessive self-focus has some similarities with the characteristic egocentricity of inferiority feelings. Therefore, we proposed Hypothesis 2 and hypothesized research model (see Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
 Hypothesized research model. FNE = fear of negative evaluation.



Hypothesis 2 (H2): Fear of negative evaluation plays a mediating role between the subscales of inferiority and social anxiety.
 

Previous research has revealed a significant relationship between junior high school students’ inferiority feelings and social anxiety. However, few studies have explored the relationship between a specific level of inferiority and social anxiety, and the role of fear of negative evaluations in this relationship. Therefore, this study used a questionnaire method to investigate the relationship among these variables and aimed to provide a better theoretical basis to guide early prevention and treatment.



2. Materials and methods


2.1. Participants

The data were collected for over 20 days between 1 January 2019 and 20 January 2019. This research adopted convenience sampling to recruit 900 students from four public junior high school in Shaoguan, China as participants. Before investigation, we obtained informed consent from students and parents, and the investigators introduced the aims and procedures of this study to the students and assured confidentiality upon receipt of the questionnaire. The participants were given paper-based anonymous questionnaires in the classroom. The students of Grade 7 and Grade 8 were each selected from 7 classes for testing. Since the students of Grade 9 were facing the entrance examination, only 4 classes were selected. A total of 850 questionnaires were collected using group testing with immediate return. After discarding the invalid questionnaires (missing data >5%), 734 valid questionnaires were retained, and the effective rate was 86.4%. The students signed a written informed consent form before participating in this survey, and all their legal guardians agreed. This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of Minnan Normal University.



2.2. Measures


2.2.1. Feelings of inferiority

This study used the Feeling of Inadequacy Scale (FIS; Fleming and Courtney, 1984) to assess the inferiority feelings. The FIS has a total of 36 items, including five dimensions. It measures the individual’s feelings of inferiority in terms of self-esteem, social confidence, academic ability, appearance, and physical ability. In the FIS, items 3, 6, 25, and 31 are scored in reverse. A 5-point Likert scale (1 = never, 5 = always) is used. The higher the score, the stronger the individual’s feelings of inferiority. In the present study, Cronbach’s α for the total FIS scale was 0.92.



2.2.2. Social anxiety

The Chinese version of Social Avoidance and Distress Scale (SAD) was used in the current study (Wang et al., 1999). The SAD includes two factors: social avoidance and social distress. The former factor refers to the behavioral tendency to avoid social interaction. The latter represents feelings elicited in the situation. There are 14-item for each subscale. In the SAD, items 1, 3, 4, 6, 7, 9, 12, 15, 17, 19, 22, 25, 27, and 28 are scored in reverse. The scoring method uses yes/no responses. People with higher scores on the SAD scale are more anxious in actual interactions, and vice versa. In the present study, Cronbach’s α for the SAD was 0.86.



2.2.3. Fear of negative evaluation

The study also used the Chinese version of Brief Fear Negative Evaluation Scale (BFNE; Leary, 1983; Chen, 2002). It consists of 12 items, using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = completely inconsistent and 5 = extremely consistent). In the BFNE, items 2, 4, 7, and 10 are scored in reverse. Cronbach’s α for the BFNE was 0.80 in the present study.




2.3. Data analysis

SPSS Version 22.0 (IBM, NY, United States) was used to conduct reliability analysis, the common method bias test, and Pearson correlation analysis. Finally, mediation analysis was conducted using the SPSS plugin PROCESS (Hayes, 2017). Bootstrapping was performed with 5,000 resamples and a confidence interval of 95%. The mediation analysis was considered significant when zero did not appear in the 95% confidence interval.




3. Results


3.1. Common method bias test

In order to reduce the common method bias brought by the self-reported questionnaire method, this study carried out procedural control by emphasizing anonymity and confidentiality during the data collection process. For checking the effectiveness of program control, we conducted a common method bias test (Podsakoff et al., 2003; Tang and Wen, 2020). The unrotated Harman’s single factor test result showed that there were 16 factors having the eigenvalue higher than 1. The explained variance of the first factor was 19.74%. This value was far below the critical level of 40%. Thus, the problem of common method bias in this study was not serious.



3.2. Descriptive statistics and correlations

This study finally selected 734 students as samples comprising 343 males (46.73%) and 391 females (53.27%), all aged 12–16 years old. The sample was made up of 260 Grade 7 students (35.42%), 307 Grade 8 students (41.83%) and 167 Grade 9 students (22.75%). In terms of family residence, 474 students (64.58%) lived in urban areas, while the remaining 35.42% resided in rural areas (n = 260). Regarding the issue of being an only child, 207 students (28.10%) were only children, while the remaining 527 students (71.80%) were not. As for parenting style, it was reported harsh and tough (23.85%) for 175 students, democratic and respectful (71.25%) for 523 students, and negligent and permissive (4.90%) for 36 students. Finally, self-assessment of students’ academic performance was based on five categories, such as excellent (9.95%), good (21.66%), average (36.37%), fair (23.98%), and poor (8.04%). The sample characteristics are shown in Table 1.



TABLE 1 Sample characteristics.
[image: Table1]

Table 2 shows the mean, standard deviation, range, and correlation values for all variables that include inferiority, fear of negative evaluation, social anxiety, and their factors. There were significant positive correlations between all factors and variables (r ≥ 0.21, p ≤ 0.001).



TABLE 2 Correlation matrix among variables (n = 734).
[image: Table2]



3.3. Examination of the mediation model

This study used inferiority feelings as the independent variable, fear of negative evaluation as the mediating variable, and social anxiety as the dependent variable. The possible effect was tested by mediation analysis after controlling for demographic variables (age, gender, grade, family residence, only child situation, academic performance, and parenting style; see Figure 2; Tables 3, 4). The results of the mediation test showed that, in Model A, feelings of inferiority significantly and positively predicted fear of negative evaluation (β = 0.54, p < 0.001) and social anxiety (β = 0.48, p < 0.001). However, fear of negative evaluation’s prediction on social anxiety was not significant (β = 0.02, p > 0.05). Additionally, the bootstrap results for the mediating effect showed that the 95% confidence interval was [−0.03, 0.05] including 0, which indicates that the total score of fear of negative evaluation is not mediator in the predictive effect of total feelings of inferiority on social anxiety.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 The mediation model of fear of negative evaluation on the relationship between inferiority and social anxiety.




TABLE 3 Mediation effect of FNE on the relationship between inferiority and social anxiety.
[image: Table3]



TABLE 4 Bootstrap test for indirect effects.
[image: Table4]

In current study, we took the five dimensions of inferiority (i.e., self-esteem, social confidence, academic ability, appearance, and physical ability) as independent variables, fear of unfavourable evaluation as mediating variables, and social anxiety as dependent variables. The results of the mediation test for the five models are described below (see Figure 2; Tables 3, 4).

In Model B, self-esteem significantly and positively predicted fear of negative evaluation (β = 0.39, p < 0.001) and social anxiety (β = 0.37, p < 0.001), and fear of negative evaluation significantly and positively predicted social anxiety (β = 0.14, p < 0.001). The bootstrapping test for indirect effect results showed that the mediating effect was 0.06, and the 95% confidence interval was [0.03, 0.09] excluding 0. These results indicate that fear of negative evaluation plays a partial mediating role in the relationship between self-esteem and social anxiety.

In Model C, social confidence significantly and positively predicted fear of negative evaluation (β = 0.53, p < 0.001) and social anxiety (β = 0.47, p < 0.001). However, the prediction of fear of unfavourable evaluation on social anxiety was not significant (β = 0.03, p > 0.05), and the bootstrap test results of the mediating effect showed that the 95% confidence interval was [−0.02, 0.06] including 0, which indicates that fear of negative evaluation does not play a mediating role in the relationship between social confidence and social anxiety.

In Model D, academic ability significantly and positively predicted fear of negative evaluation (β = 0.36, p < 0.001) and social anxiety (β = 0.29, p < 0.001), and fear of negative evaluation significantly and positively predicted social anxiety (β = 0.18, p < 0.001). The indirect effect bootstrapping test results showed that the mediating effect was 0.07. The 95% confidence interval was [0.03, 0.10] excluding 0, which indicates that fear of negative evaluation plays a partial mediating role in the relationship between academic ability and social anxiety.

In Model E, appearance significantly and positively predicted fear of negative evaluation (β = 0.47, p < 0.001) and social anxiety (β = 0.19, p < 0.001), and fear of negative evaluation significantly and positively predicted social anxiety (β = 0.19, p < 0.001). The indirect effect bootstrapping test results showed that the mediating effect was 0.09. The 95% confidence interval was [0.05, 0.13] excluding 0. These results indicate that fear of negative evaluation plays a partial mediating role in the relationship between appearance and social anxiety.

In Model F, physical ability significantly and positively predicted fear of negative evaluation (β = 0.36, p < 0.001) and social anxiety (β = 0.27, p < 0.001). Fear of unfavourable evaluation significantly and positively predicted social anxiety (β = 0.19, p < 0.001). The indirect effect bootstrapping test results showed that the mediating effect was 0.07. The 95% confidence interval was [0.04, 0.10] excluding 0, which indicates that fear of negative evaluation plays a partial mediating role in the relationship between physical ability and social anxiety.




4. Discussion

The present study investigated the relationship among feelings of inferiority, fear of negative evaluation, and social anxiety. We found that the subscales of these three variables were all significantly positively correlated. In the mediation analysis, fear of negative evaluation was a predictive mediator of the inferiority feelings of self-esteem, academic ability, appearance, and physical ability on social anxiety, but not the overall inferiority score and that of its subscale, social confidence.

The total score and each inferiority dimension of junior high school students had a significant positive correlation with social anxiety. These findings confirmed our Hypothesis 1 and were consistent with several studies (Payam and Agdasi, 2017), which suggested that the stronger the sense of inferiority, the greater the level of social anxiety. Students who feel inferior perform poorly in many aspects of everyday and academic life. They are afraid of being rejected and are afraid to interact with others. At the same time, they often use avoidance methods, which will exacerbate social anxiety (Yu and Liu, 2020).

The total score and each dimension of the inferiority feelings of junior high school students showed significant positive correlations with fear of negative evaluation. The higher the score of FIS, the stronger the fear of negative evaluation. These findings concur with previous studies (Geukens et al., 2020), indicating that adolescents with low self-esteem have greater fear of unfavorable evaluation by others. Fear of negative evaluation is a form of social anxiety. Adolescent junior high school students have strong egocentric characteristics. Often, they feel as if they are being observed by some imaginary audiences (Neff, 2003). Another study found that individuals with low self-esteem and low self-assessment are more afraid of negative evaluations (Borecka-Biernat, 2020). Therefore, students with higher inferiority feelings are not only characterized by low self-evaluation, but are also very afraid of negative evaluations by others.

There was a significant positive correlation between social anxiety and fear of negative evaluation of junior high school students, that is, the higher the score of the students’ social anxiety questionnaire, the stronger the performance of fear of negative evaluation, and vice versa. This result is consistent with that reported by Ajmal and Iqbal (Ajmal and Iqbal, 2019), revealing a positive correlation between social anxiety and fear of negative evaluation. The study concludes that fear of negative evaluation produces social anxiety in university students. Their research results align with those obtained in our study’s sample involving middle school students (Pan et al., 2018).

Further analysis showed that the mediating effect of fear of negative evaluation between the total inferiority score and social anxiety was not significant. In contrast, fear of unfavorable evaluation had a significant mediating effect between self-esteem, academic ability, appearance and physical ability and social anxiety. These findings partly support our Hypothesis 2. The exception to this mediating effect was social confidence. The reason is probably that the predictive effect of social confidence on social anxiety was higher than other four dimensions and fear of negative evaluation. In addition, confidence and anxiety are two opposite emotional experience in social interaction (O’Toole et al., 2013). Building confidence can effectively reduce social anxiety (Damer et al., 2010). Social confidence’s predictive effect on social anxiety may be less affected by fear of negative evaluation. Consequently, the mediating effect of fear of negative evaluation between the total inferiority score and social anxiety may be also significantly affected. However, a partial mediation existed in this study. Our results showed that the feelings of inferiority affecting junior high school students in self-esteem (Jiang and Ngien, 2020), academic ability (Strahan, 2003), appearance (Titchener and Wong, 2015), and physical ability (Dimech and Seiler, 2010) could directly predict their level of social anxiety status. In addition, it predicts their social anxiety status, which is mediated by fear of unfavorable evaluation. These results can be explained as follows. Some researchers indicate that fear of negative evaluation is the most common among young people, because negative evaluation can bring about comprehensive discomfort including embarrassment, anxiety, lack of ability, and feelings of inferiority (Ajmal and Iqbal, 2019). Students with inferiority in different dimensions are characterized by low self-concept and involuntarily accept the unfavorable evaluation of others (Murad, 2020). Hence, the students are not good at letting go from the emotional level and rationalizing from the cognitive level, which eventually generates anxiety and manifests higher levels of social anxiety.

Cognitive behavioral therapy promotes rational analysis and logical thinking to change the irrational beliefs of patients, and help them solve emotional and behavioral problems (Amin et al., 2020). Some studies have found that individuals with high levels of cognitive emotion regulation, fear of negative evaluation has a stronger predictive effect on social anxiety (Hong and Hong, 2011). It is a good intervention direction of CBT to know whether students with the feelings of inferiority in academic performance, appearance, physical condition and low self-esteem will have social anxiety, which can effectively reduce the degree of social anxiety. Therefore, junior high school students can reduce the degree of fear of negative evaluation by regulating cognitive emotion and reduce the effect of Inferiority in different dimensions on social anxiety.

The findings of this study may offer a reference value to prevent and reduce social anxiety among junior high school students in China. This study focuses on the prediction of social anxiety by specific and explicit inferiority feelings, such as self-esteem, academic ability, appearance, and physical ability. Chinese junior high schools and parents can base on the present findings to identify the initial underlying mind and behavior of students who suffer from social anxiety as a result. Schools can also reduce students’ social anxiety by teaching reasonable cognitive models and rectifying irrational beliefs about the fear of evaluation through the work of mental health education.

There are two limitations in this study. First, this study used a cross-sectional research design, and future studies can further explore a longitudinal design and cross-lagged analysis. In addition, the participants in this study were from the same region. Future studies are necessary to conduct across regions or across urban and rural areas.



5. Conclusion

The inferiority of self-esteem, academic ability, appearance, and physical ability may directly and indirectly predict social anxiety through the fear of negative evaluation. This study provides an important direction for social anxiety intervention in individuals with high scores of the inferiority in self-esteem, academic ability, appearance, and physical ability.
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