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Abstract

This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of cognitive behavioral therapy in
reducing fear of negative evaluation and state—trait anxiety among adolescents
diagnosed with social anxiety disorder. This applied study employed a quasi-
experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group. The statistical population
consisted of adolescents with social anxiety disorder studying in upper-secondary
schoolsinSari, Iran, during the firstthree months of 2023. Thirty eligible adolescents
were selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned to an experimental
group and a control group, with 15 participants in each group. Data were collected
using the Watson and Friend Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale, Spielberger’s State—
Trait Anxiety Inventory, and Connor’s Social Phobia Inventory. The experimental
group received cognitive behavioral therapy, whereas the control group received no
intervention during the study period. Data were analyzed in SPSS version 26 using
analysis of covariance after confirming the normality assumption. After controlling
for pretest scores, cognitive behavioral therapy produced a statistically significant
reduction in fear of negative evaluation in the experimental group compared with the
control group (F=183.36, p<0.001,11>=0.88). A significant between-group difference
was also observed in trait anxiety (F=133.88, p<0.001, n=0.84). Furthermore, the
intervention significantly reduced state anxiety among participants in the
experimental group (F=54.25, p<0.001, 1*>=0.69). Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise
comparisons confirmed that the adjusted posttest means of fear of negative
evaluation, trait anxiety, and state anxiety were significantly lower in the
experimental group than in the control group. Cognitive behavioral therapy appears
to be an effective intervention for reducing fear of negative evaluation and state—trait
anxiety in adolescents with social anxiety disorder. By identifying and modifying
dysfunctional beliefs and cognitive distortions and strengthening adaptive cognitive
and behavioral skills, this intervention may reduce adolescents’ vulnerability to
anxiety-provoking social situations. Cognitive behavioral therapy can therefore be
incorporated into school-based psychological services and adolescent counseling
programs.

Keywords: Cognitive behavioral therapy; fear of negative evaluation; state anxiety;
trait anxiety; social anxiety disorder; adolescents.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Adolescence is a critical developmental period characterized by extensive biological, cognitive, emotional,
and social changes. During this stage, individuals become increasingly concerned with peer acceptance, social
belonging, academic performance, and the impressions they make on others. Although these developmental
changes create opportunities for growth and identity formation, they can also increase vulnerability to
emotional disorders, particularly anxiety disorders. Epidemiological evidence indicates that mental disorders
are common among children and adolescents, with anxiety-related conditions representing a substantial
proportion of the psychological difficulties experienced during this period (Polanczyk et al., 2018). When
anxiety becomes persistent and disproportionate to actual danger, it may interfere with academic functioning,
interpersonal relationships, participation in social activities, and the achievement of age-appropriate
developmental tasks.
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Social anxiety disorder is among the most important anxiety disorders during adolescence because many
developmental demands require active participation in interpersonal and performance situations. The disorder
is characterized by a marked and persistent fear of situations in which the individual may be observed,
evaluated, criticized, or embarrassed. Adolescents with social anxiety may avoid speaking in class, answering
questions, giving presentations, initiating conversations, participating in groups, or interacting with unfamiliar
people. They frequently anticipate that their behavior will be judged negatively and may interpret minor
mistakes or neutral reactions as evidence of personal inadequacy (Kring et al., 2019). Avoidance may
temporarily reduce emotional distress, but it prevents corrective learning and reinforces the belief that social
situations are dangerous or unmanageable.

Fear of negative evaluation is considered a central cognitive component of social anxiety disorder. It refers to
apprehension about unfavorable judgments, concern about being criticized or rejected, and distress arising
from the expectation that others will evaluate one negatively. Adolescents with elevated fear of negative
evaluation often predict humiliation before entering social situations, monitor their own behavior excessively
during interactions, and critically review their performance afterward. Such patterns intensify self-focused
attention and maintain anxiety. Previous research has shown that cognitive behavioral therapy can significantly
reduce fear of negative evaluation in individuals with social anxiety disorder (Mirzaei & Baghooli, 2023).
Similarly, comparisons of cognitive behavioral therapy with virtual reality exposure have demonstrated that
interventions targeting maladaptive evaluations and avoidance can reduce this core feature of social anxiety
(Razaghi & Bahrami, 2023).

Negative self-perception is closely associated with fear of evaluation. Adolescents with social anxiety may see
themselves as socially incompetent, visibly anxious, uninteresting, or unable to meet interpersonal
expectations. They may assume that others perceive them in the same unfavorable manner. Research on
treatment-related changes in social phobia has shown that improvements in self-perception are associated with
reductions in social anxiety symptoms (Hofmann & Moscovitch, 2016). Therefore, interventions that modify
distorted self-images and challenge exaggerated assumptions about others’ judgments may reduce anxiety and
encourage more adaptive participation in social situations.

State anxiety and trait anxiety provide two additional dimensions for understanding the emotional difficulties
of socially anxious adolescents. State anxiety refers to a temporary emotional reaction elicited by a specific
threatening or stressful situation, whereas trait anxiety reflects a relatively stable tendency to interpret a wide
range of situations as threatening and to respond with anxiety. Socially anxious adolescents may experience
intense state anxiety during classroom presentations, social gatherings, or conversations with unfamiliar
individuals. At the same time, elevated trait anxiety may predispose them to anticipate threat across different
settings. Anxiety sensitivity may further intensify these responses by causing individuals to interpret bodily
and cognitive symptoms of anxiety as dangerous or uncontrollable (Bernstein & Zvolensky, 2018).
Consequently, an effective intervention should address both situation-specific anxiety and the broader
cognitive tendency to perceive events as threatening.

Cognitive behavioral therapy is one of the most established psychological interventions for anxiety disorders.
It is based on the assumption that emotional and behavioral responses are influenced by the individual’s
interpretation of events rather than by events alone. Treatment therefore focuses on identifying automatic
negative thoughts, examining dysfunctional assumptions, correcting cognitive distortions, reducing avoidance,
and developing adaptive coping behaviors (Fati & Motabi, 2022). In social anxiety treatment, cognitive
restructuring is commonly combined with gradual exposure, behavioral experiments, attention retraining,
emotion regulation, and the reduction of safety behaviors. These methods help individuals test feared
predictions and recognize that social errors do not necessarily lead to rejection, ridicule, or humiliation
(Hofmann & Otto, 2021).
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Emotion regulation may be an important mechanism through which cognitive behavioral therapy reduces
social anxiety. Individuals with social anxiety often rely on suppression, avoidance, repetitive negative
thinking, and excessive self-monitoring. These strategies may decrease distress briefly but maintain anxiety
over time. The effectiveness of emotion-regulation strategies depends on emotional intensity, emotional type,
and contextual demands, and socially anxious individuals may have difficulty selecting flexible responses
(O'Toole & Mennin, 2022). Recent evidence indicates that improvements in emotion regulation during
cognitive behavioral therapy predict subsequent reductions in social anxiety symptoms (Garke et al., 2025).
Mindfulness-based cognitive behavioral and unified transdiagnostic treatments have likewise been associated
with improvements in cognitive emotion-regulation strategies among adolescents with social anxiety disorder
(Montazeri Hadashi et al., 2025).

A growing body of research supports the effectiveness of cognitive behavioral therapy across adolescent and
adult anxiety-related conditions. Group cognitive behavioral therapy has been shown to reduce state and trait
anxiety among upper-secondary students (Vahedi Hemmat & Safaei Rad, 2021). Cognitive behavioral
interventions have also reduced rumination and anxiety sensitivity among adolescents with social anxiety
(Nasehi et al., 2025), while counseling based on this approach has been identified as an effective method for
managing adolescent anxiety through cognitive restructuring, coping-skills training, and behavioral change
(Wati et al., 2025). Comparative investigations have similarly reported beneficial effects of cognitive
behavioral therapy on anxiety among adolescents experiencing depressive symptoms (Mohammadi et al.,
2025).

Evidence from other clinical populations further supports the broader mechanisms of cognitive behavioral
treatment. Cognitive behavioral therapy has reduced obsessive rumination and cognitive arousal (Jorj, 2016),
improved emotional responses such as anger (Rose, 2022), and demonstrated effectiveness in people
experiencing emotional symptoms alongside physical illness (Beltman & Oude Voshaar, 2019). A systematic
review and meta-analysis also found that cognitive behavioral therapy reduced fear avoidance and improved
self-efficacy in patients with chronic low back pain (Yang et al., 2022). Although these populations differ
from adolescents with social anxiety, the findings support the therapeutic value of modifying threat-related
beliefs, reducing avoidance, and increasing perceived coping ability. Cognitive behavioral therapy has also
shown favorable outcomes in comparison with pharmacological treatment for generalized anxiety disorder
(Nasir et al., 2025).

Given the developmental importance of social interaction during adolescence and the potential long-term
consequences of untreated social anxiety, evaluating structured psychological interventions in school-aged
populations is necessary. Examining fear of negative evaluation together with state and trait anxiety provides
a comprehensive assessment of cognitive, situational, and relatively stable aspects of anxiety. Accordingly,
the present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of cognitive behavioral therapy in reducing fear of
negative evaluation and state—trait anxiety among adolescents with social anxiety disorder.

Methods and Materials

This applied study used a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with an experimental group and a control
group. The study population consisted of adolescents with social anxiety disorder who were studying in upper-
secondary schools in Sari, Iran, during the first three months of 2023. Thirty eligible adolescents were selected
through non-random purposive sampling and subsequently assigned to an experimental group and a control
group, with 15 participants in each group. Before the intervention, both groups completed the study measures
as a pretest. The experimental group then received cognitive behavioral therapy, whereas the control group
received no psychological intervention during the study period. Following completion of the intervention, the
same measures were administered to both groups as a posttest.
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Fear of negative evaluation was assessed using the 30-item Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale developed by
Watson and Friend. Items are answered using a true—false format, and the total score ranges from 0 to 30, with
higher scores indicating greater fear of unfavorable judgment by others. State and trait anxiety were measured
using the 40-item State—Trait Anxiety Inventory. The instrument consists of two 20-item subscales assessing
temporary situational anxiety and relatively stable anxiety proneness. Scores on each subscale range from 20
to 80, with higher scores representing greater anxiety. The Social Phobia Inventory was used to assess social
anxiety and identify eligible participants. This 17-item self-report instrument evaluates fear, avoidance, and
physiological discomfort using a five-point response scale.

The cognitive behavioral intervention focused on identifying automatic negative thoughts, recognizing
cognitive distortions, modifying irrational beliefs, improving problem-solving skills, reducing avoidance, and
strengthening adaptive coping responses. Participants were taught to examine the relationship among thoughts,
emotions, and behaviors and to replace exaggerated interpretations of social threat with more realistic
evaluations. Behavioral strategies were used to increase engagement with anxiety-provoking social situations
and reduce dependence on maladaptive safety behaviors.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26. Means and standard deviations were calculated to describe the
study variables. The normality of score distributions was examined before inferential analysis. Analysis of
covariance was then used to compare posttest scores between the experimental and control groups while
controlling for corresponding pretest scores. Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons were conducted to
determine the direction of significant group differences. Statistical significance was set at 0.05, and effect sizes
were reported using eta squared.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated reductions in all three dependent variables in the experimental group. The mean
trait-anxiety score decreased from 37.20 + 2.17 at pretest to 31.80 + 1.01 at posttest. In contrast, the control-
group mean changed only from 37.07 = 2.05 to 37.20 + 2.04. The mean state-anxiety score in the experimental
group decreased from 42.00 £ 3.02 to 36.27 + 3.80, whereas the control-group mean remained nearly
unchanged, increasing from 41.47 + 3.24 to 41.53 £ 3.07. Fear of negative evaluation in the experimental
group decreased from 17.93 + 1.27 to 13.33 + 0.72, while the corresponding control-group mean remained
18.07 at both measurement stages.

All normality-test significance values were greater than 0.05, supporting the use of parametric analyses. After
controlling for pretest scores, analysis of covariance showed a statistically significant between-group
difference in fear of negative evaluation, F(1,24) = 183.36, p < 0.001, n*> = 0.88. A significant intervention
effect was also found for trait anxiety, F(1,24) = 133.88, p <0.001, n?> = 0.84, and for state anxiety, F(1,24) =
54.25, p<0.001, n? =0.69. Statistical power was 1.00 for all three analyses.

Bonferroni-adjusted comparisons showed that the adjusted posttest mean for fear of negative evaluation was
4.80 points lower in the experimental group than in the control group, with a standard error of 0.35 and a 95%
confidence interval ranging from -5.54 to -4.07. Trait anxiety was 5.50 points lower in the experimental group,
with a standard error of 0.47 and a confidence interval from -6.49 to -4.52. State anxiety was 5.77 points lower
in the experimental group, with a standard error of 0.78 and a confidence interval from -7.39 to -4.15. All
pairwise differences were statistically significant at p < 0.001.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results demonstrated that cognitive behavioral therapy significantly reduced fear of negative evaluation,
state anxiety, and trait anxiety among adolescents with social anxiety disorder. The large effect sizes indicate
that the intervention produced substantial differences between the experimental and control groups after the
effects of baseline scores were controlled. The findings suggest that cognitive behavioral therapy influenced
both the cognitive core of social anxiety and the broader emotional tendency to experience anxiety.
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The reduction in fear of negative evaluation may be explained by the intervention’s focus on identifying and
challenging maladaptive beliefs about social judgment. Adolescents with social anxiety commonly predict that
minor mistakes will lead to rejection, ridicule, or embarrassment. Through cognitive restructuring and
behavioral testing, participants were able to examine the accuracy of these expectations and develop more
balanced interpretations. Repeated engagement with feared social situations may also have provided corrective
experiences, allowing participants to recognize that negative outcomes were less frequent and less severe than
anticipated.

Changes in self-focused attention and self-perception may have contributed to the observed improvement.
Socially anxious adolescents often monitor their speech, appearance, bodily sensations, and perceived mistakes
during interactions. This intense internal attention increases awareness of anxiety symptoms and reduces
attention to external social information. Cognitive behavioral techniques may have helped participants redirect
attention toward the actual interaction and evaluate their performance using observable evidence rather than
anxiety-driven assumptions.

The reduction in state anxiety indicates that participants became better able to manage immediate anxiety
reactions in specific social and performance situations. Cognitive preparation, coping-skills training, and
gradual exposure may have reduced the perceived threat of classroom participation, conversations, and other
interpersonal demands. As participants remained in these situations without escaping or relying heavily on
safety behaviors, physiological arousal and anticipatory anxiety likely became more manageable.

The decline in trait anxiety suggests that the benefits of the intervention extended beyond individual situations.
Repeated modification of negative interpretations may have changed the participants’ more general tendency
to perceive events as threatening. Improved problem solving, greater confidence in coping abilities, and
reduced sensitivity to anxiety symptoms may have contributed to a more stable reduction in anxiety proneness.
The treatment may therefore have influenced both immediate emotional responses and broader patterns of
cognitive vulnerability.

Overall, cognitive behavioral therapy appears to be an effective intervention for adolescents with social anxiety
disorder. By modifying dysfunctional beliefs, reducing avoidance, strengthening emotion-regulation abilities,
and encouraging adaptive participation in social situations, the intervention reduced fear of negative evaluation
as well as state and trait anxiety. These findings support the use of structured cognitive behavioral programs
in school counseling centers and adolescent mental health services. Early intervention may prevent the
persistence ofsocial withdrawal, academic impairment, low self-confidence, and broader emotional difficulties
into later developmental periods.
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