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Objective: The purpose of the present study was to investigate the relation of coping styles and 
attachment styles with social anxiety among high-school students. 

Methods: The present study was correlational research. Study population comprised all male and 
female students of Kashan high schools. A total of 440 students (196 males and 244 females, aged 
from 17 to 18 years in the third or fourth grade of Kashan high schools (academic year 2015-
2016) were selected by cluster sampling method. Data were gathered using social phobia inventory, 
coping inventory for stressful situation, and adult attachment inventory. For analyzing the data, 
analysis of regression method were used. 

Results: There were significant correlations between the social anxiety problem-focused coping 
style (r=-0.16, P<0.05), emotion-focused coping style (r=0.40, P<0.01), and avoidance coping 
style (r=0.03, N.S). Moreover, results indicated correlations between social anxiety with secure 
attachment style (r=-0.10, P<0.05), avoidant attachment style (r=0.23, P<0.01) and ambivalent 
attachment style (r=0.26, P<0.01), too. Coping styles (emotion-focused and problem-focused styles) 
predicted 19% variation of social anxiety and attachment styles, 11% variation of social anxiety.

Conclusion: Results of this study support the role of coping styles and attachment styles in social 
anxiety and show that maladaptive coping strategies predispose people to social anxiety. Also, 
insecure-ambivalent attachment people are vulnerable to social anxiety.

A B S T R A C TArticle info:
Received: 08 Oct. 2016 
Accepted: 15 Jan. 2017

Keywords:

Social anxiety, Coping styles, 
Attachment styles

1. Introduction

ased on the Diagnostic and Statistical Man-
ual of Mental Disorders the fifth edition, so-
cial anxiety or social phobia is characterized 
by fearful or anxious feelings and avoid-
ance of social interactions, in all of which 

the individual is judged by other people. For instance, 

people might develop social anxiety when they meet new 
people, are observed while eating or drinking, and perform 
in front of others. In other words, the individual is afraid 
of embarrassment, other people’s evaluation, humiliation, 
rejection, etc. (APA, 2013). As a chronic, stable condition, 
social anxiety disorder (SAD) might negatively affect the 
patient’s daily functions in the long run (Beesdo-Baum et 
al., 2012). The 12-month prevalence of SAD is around 
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7% in the United States. Lower 12-month prevalence of 
SAD of approximately 0.5%-2.0% are seen in the rest of 
the world; median prevalence of social anxiety disorder for 
the Europe is 2.3%. The 12-month prevalence of SAD in 
children and adolescents are comparable to those in adults. 
Prevalence of SAD is reduced with age (APA, 2013).

Anxiety disorders and social anxiety disorder in particular, 
are common in childhood; they frequently turn chronic if 
left untreated, and are associated with emotional distress 
as well as impairment in social and academic functioning 
(Mychailyszyn et al., 2010; Alkozei,  Creswell, Cooper, 
& Allen, 2015). Research indicates that adolescents with 
social phobia manifest substantially increased risks of de-
pression, suicide attempts, substance abuse, severe social 
restrictions, early school leaving, lower educational at-
tainment, and victimization (Garcia-Lopez, Díaz-Castela, 
Muela-Martinez, & Espinosa-Fernandez, 2014; Ranta, 
Kaltiala-Heino, Fröjd, & Marttunen, 2012).

Fear of negative evaluation is the core feature of social 
anxiety and people with greater social anxiety, experience 
an exaggerated feeling of risk in social interactions (Afram 
& Kashdan, 2015). Social anxiety is positively associated 
with the amount of concern experienced by the threat of 
rejection (Kashdan et al., 2013).

Socially anxious people tend to endorse high levels of 
negative cognitions, perceive ambiguous situations as 
threatening and report threat perception abnormalities; 
they underestimate their cognitive competence and social 
performance (Brumariu & Kerns, 2008). Research also 
suggests that socially anxious people often have difficulty 
in identifying and regulating their emotions (Suveg & Ze-
man, 2004). Students with heightened social anxiety may 
evaluate their relationships more negatively than students 
without social anxiety (Parade, Leerkes, & Blankson, 
2009), experience low levels of peer acceptance (Greco & 
Morris, 2005), intimacy and support in close relationships 
(Brumariu & Kerns, 2008).

Much literature on social anxiety focuses on how the fear 
of negative evaluation impacts the way people with social 
anxiety relate to unfamiliar people (Afram & Kashdan, 
2015). Considering that social anxious people evaluate 
social situations and interactions threatening, it is impor-
tant that they cope with the stressful situations. Coping 
is defined as a multidimensional concept that consists of 
cognitive and behavioral regulatory processes to man-
age the internal and external requisitions during a specific 
stressful situation (Doron, Thomas-Ollivier, Vachon, & 
Fortes-Bourbousson, 2013). It has received much attention 
in stress research. According to the transactional model of 

stress, the coping process include actions taken to manage 
a stressor and decrease its intensity (Lazarus & Folkman, 
1984). Various approaches have been proposed to assess 
the coping process. For example, Lazarus’ group suggest-
ed “problem-emotion focused coping dichotomy”. Later, 
Endler and Parker (1990) added “escape-avoidance cop-
ing” to this dichotomy. Adapting coping style consists of 
efforts directed to solve the stressor (active and problem-
focused coping style) and maladaptive coping style include 
passive and emotion-focused style. They are typically less 
efficient in rescuing a stressful situation than adaptive cop-
ing style (Lechner, Bolman, & van Dalen, 2006).

Coping is a key element for mental health, because the 
way in which people cope with stress can reduce or enhance 
the effects of traumatic life events (Doron et al., 2013). 
People who live in stress are optimistic and flexible, use ef-
fective coping strategies, have control over life events and 
posses/report higher mental health (Coyne, 2003). Herbert 
et al. (2005) found that social skills training can reduce so-
cial avoidance and distress. Liveneh, Sheldon and Kaplan 
(1991) reported that effective coping reduced social anxi-
ety. Appropriate coping skills strengthens internal focus 
of control, promotes using problem-foused strategies, and 
thus reduces anxiety and fear (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). 
Thus, stress alone does not impair performance, but inef-
fective coping causes the problem (Faramarzi et al., 2013).

Previous research indicates that parental attachment secu-
rity associates with social anxiety, which in turn is connect-
ed to relationship quality (Parade, Leerkes, & Blankson, 
2009). Attachment theory proposes that attachment quality 
is one factor that may impact social anxiety (Vertue, 2003). 
According to Bowlby (1973), children with attachment se-
curity employ the attachment figure as a safe haven from 
which to explore or draw back in time of distraction. Daily 
frequent experiences with attachment figures help children 
to predict the accessibility of their caregivers. Children 
with attachment security count on the availability and re-
sponsiveness of attachment figures. In contrast, children 
with attachment insecurity cannot perceive their caregivers 
as caring, responsive, and available. Doubt and suspicion 
about the accessibility of caregivers increases the eventual-
ity to react with fear when experiencing alarming situations 
(Brumariu & Kerns, 2008).

Studies indicate that securely attached people have higher 
levels of perceived social competence and qualified rela-
tionships with peers and friends (Bosquet & Egeland, 2006). 
People with insecure attachment style experience less social 
anxiety (Brumariu & Kerns, 2008). Students who have a 
more secure attachment to their parents, were more success-
ful in forming friendly relations and these relations were 
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more satisfied (Parade et al., 2009). People with ambivalent 
attachment style, said to as preoccupied people (Finnegan, 
Hodge, & Perry, 1996), employ intense strategies (i.e., 
heightening attachment behavior such as excessive display 
of negative emotions) when looking for attachment figure’s 
attention and console as a style to defeat unstable parental 
accessibility and intruding care (Cassidy & Berlin, 1994). 
Ambivalent people have limited exploratory behavior that 
may prevent their adapting in social situations (Ainsworth 
et al., 1978; Cited in Ghassem Boroujerdi, Sohrabi, & Bor-
jali, 2011; Cassidy & Berlin, 1994); Unpredictability of the 
caregivers may increase anxiety.

Ambivalent attachment is a great risk factor for some 
symptoms of social anxiety compared to secure or avoidant 
attachment, as the only pattern related in the same direc-
tion with dimensions of the social anxiety. In other words, 
earlier ambivalent behavior toward caregiver may end in 
future fear of negative appraising, probably because am-
bivalent attachment children are less likely to explorate 
peer relationships. Furthermore, there is a positive associa-
tion between concurrent ambivalent attachment and chil-
dren’s anxiety in unfamiliar and general situations (Bos-
quet & Egeland, 2006). A wealth of evidence indicates that 
people with ambivalent attachment style have difficult and 
distressed behaviors and are more socially inhibited than 
secure or avoidant people (Cassidy & Berlin, 1994).

People with avoidant attachment style do not show overt 
distraction when the attachment figure is not accessible and 
instead use a heightening self-confidence strategy (Main 
& Solomon, 1986) as a result of repeatedly rejection ex-
perienced when avoidant people seek to support from at-
tachment figures. Avoidant people inability to use the at-
tachment figure to cope with negative emotions may cause 
them to experience anxiety (Brumariu & Kerns, 2008).

People with higher social anxiety, experience an exagger-
ated feeling of risk in social interactions. This risk is man-
aged primarily through hypervigilance to signs of nega-
tive evaluation and avoidance of distressing emotions and 
thoughts (Aframn & Kashdan, 2015). According to Kash-
dan, Volkmann, Breen, & Han (2007), people with social 
anxiety tend to suppress their feelings in order to prevent 
the possible expression of unfavorable emotions to others 
which may invite social blunders, shame, and rejection. 
Social anxious people can be expected to fear the negative 
outcomes of expression of negative feelings such as anxi-
ety and anger toward others. After all, expressing negative 
emotional reactions may lead individuals to view them as 
unlikely or vulnerable, which in turn, may be troublesome 
for their relationships (Öztürk & Mutlu, 2010).

Also, it is assumed that attachment theory is one of the 
strongest theories that has deep connection with coping. 
Attachment is significantly able to predict vulnerability 
or resilience in the face of stressful events (Ghahvehchi, 
Fathi-Ashtiani, & Azadfallah, 2012). Accordingly, attach-
ment theory is able to account for individual differences 
in emotion regulation and how to manage stressful events 
(Mikulincer & Nachshon, 1991) and process information 
(Zuroff & Fitzpatrick, 1995). Research indicates that indi-
viduals with more secure attachments are better at regulat-
ing their emotions, constructing coping strategies such as 
problem solving, and seeking support from others, com-
pared to less secure individuals (Cassidy & Berlin, 1994).

In the light of these ideas, it seems logical to investigate 
the role of coping styles and attachment styles in the inci-
dence of social anxiety. Since social anxiety is associated 
with negative cognitive, behavioral, and social-emotional 
consequences, it is necessary to understand factors that 
cause the incidence and maintenance of social anxiety. 
There is little evidence on the relationship between coping 
and attachment with social anxiety, so the present study is 
among the first to examine the relations of coping styles 
and attachment styles to social anxiety in Iran. Therefore, 
the current study aimed to investigate the relationship of 
coping styles and attachment styles with social anxiety. 

2. Methods

The present study was a cross sectional research. Study 
population comprised all male and female students of 
Kashan high schools. A total of 440 students (196 males 
and 244 females, aged from 17 to 18 years) studying in 
the third or forth grade of Kashan City high schools (aca-
demic year 2015-2016) were selected by cluster sampling 
method. First, six girl and five boy schools were randomly 
selected. Then, two classes were selected from each school. 
Data were collected using social phobia inventory, coping 
inventory for stressful situation and adult attachment inven-
tory. For analyzing the data, analysis of regression method 
was used. Written informed consents were obtained from 
the subjects. Peoples who agreed to participate in the study 
were asked to complete the questionnaires. Also, the objec-
tives of the study were fully explained to the participants. 

Social phobia inventory (SPIN) is a 17-item self-report 
measure designed to assess severity of social phobia. Items 
are measured 3 symptom dimensions on a 5-point Likert-
type scale: fear with 6 items, avoidance with 7 items, and 
physiologic arousal with 4 items. This measure has excel-
lent psychometric properties (Connor et al., 2000). Connor 
et al (2000) reported its Cronbach α as 0.94. The Cronbach 
alpha coefficients of subscales are as follows: fear, 0.89; 
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avoidance, 0.81; and physiologic arousal, 0.80. Rezaei 
Dogaheh (2013) reported suitable internal consistency 
(Cronbach α=0.66 and 0.87 for clinical and non-clinical 
group, respectively). Babaei et al. (2014) reported α value 
as 0.92. Hasanvand Amouzadeh et al. (2013) reported reli-
ability coefficient of the test as 0.91 in Iranian population. 
Reliability coefficient of the subscales are as follows: fear, 
0.75; avoidance, 0.74; and physiologic arousal, 0.75. 

Endler and Parker (1990) designed coping inventory 
for stressful situation for evaluation of coping skills. This 
questionnaire comprised 48 items. The self-report items 
are presented in a Likert-type format, where participants 
rate items on a scale ranging from 1=never to 5=extreme. 
They reported reliability coefficients of 0.90 for problem-
focuced coping style, 0.85 for emotion-focuced coping 
style, and 0.82 for avoidant coping style. In Michaeli Ma-
nee (2010) study, the Cronbach α was reported as 0.64 for 
problem-focuced coping style, 0.60 for emotion-focuced 
coping style, and 0.61 for avoidant coping style.

The adult attachment inventory instrument was used for mea-
suring attachment styles. This scale was designed by Hazan and 
Shaver (1987). It is a 15-question test and measures 3 attachment 
styles of secure, avoidant, and ambivalent. A 5-point Likert-type 
scale (score of 1 for very low to 5 for very high) rates the answers. 
Cronbach α was calculated for all subscales questions of secure, 
avoidant, and ambivalent in a student sample (1480 students, in-
cluding 860 girls and 620 boys). Its values were 0.86, 0.84, 0.85 
for 3 subscales of secure, avoidant, and ambivalent styles, respec-
tively regarding all students. Whereas, for female students, the 
values were 0.86, 0.83, 0.84 for 3 subscales of secure, avoidant, 
and ambivalent styles, respectively and for male students 0.84, 
0.85, 0.86 for 3 subscales of secure, avoidant, and ambivalent 

styles, respectively indicating good internal consistency of adult 
attachment scale (Besharat, 2011).

3. Results

To investigate the relationship between the coping styles 
and attachment styles with social anxiety, Pearson’s cor-
relations were computed. In order to determine the con-
tributions of coping styles and attachment styles in the 
prediction of social anxiety, a stepwise multiple regression 
analysis was carried out. The predictors in the analysis 
were coping styles and attachment styles and the predicted 
variable was the social anxiety. Results of the descriptive 
statistics (Mean and standard deviation) for all variables 
are presented in Table 1. In Table 2, Pearson’s correlations 
of variables are presented. There were correlations between 
the social anxiety with problem-focused coping style (r=-
0.16, P<0.05), emotion-focused coping style (r=0.40, 
P<0.01), and avoidance coping style (r=0.03, N.S). 

Moreover, results showed correlation between social anx-
iety with secure attachment style (r=-0.10, P<0.05), avoid-
ant attachment style (r=0.23, P<0.01), and ambivalent at-
tachment style (r=0.26, P<0.01). Results of the regression 
analyses are observed in Tables 3 and 4. Based on the re-
sults, coping styles (emotion-focused and problem-focused 
styles) predicted 19% variation of social anxiety and at-
tachment styles predicted 11% variation of social anxiety. 

4. Discussion

Social Anxiety Disorder (SAD) is characterized by fear 
of social situations as well as embarrassment or humilia-
tion in social situations (Parade et al., 2009). The present 

Table 1. Mean and standard deviation of social anxiety, coping styles, and attachment styles

HighLimit 
AverageLowMaximumMinimumSDMeanFrequencyVariable

17
3.9%

163
37%

260
59.1%5309.3016.78440Social anxiety

118
26.8%

290
65.9%

32
7.3%79219.4654.42440Problem-focused coping style

84
19.1%

284
64.5%

72
16.4%471810.1846.45440Emotion-focused coping style

68
15.5%

318
72.3%

54
12.3%73169.1245.07440Avoidant coping style

58
13.2%

321
73%

61
13.9%2563.3215.99440Secure attachment

47
120.7%

278
63.2%

115
26.1%2553.7013.83440Avoidant attachment

63
14.3%

237
53.9%

140
31.8%2453.9513.81440Ambivalent attachment
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study aimed to investigate the relationship of coping styles 
and attachment styles with social anxiety among students. 
Our study results showed significant relationship between 
coping styles and social anxiety. This finding is consistent 
with the results of earlier research (Doron et al., 2013; 
Salajegheh & Bakhshani, 2014; Razavi, Kazemi, & Mo-
hammadi, 2011). Evidently, the theoretical model of social 

anxiety has emphasized the impairments in interpersonal 
skills. Accordingly, lack of interpersonal skills to handle 
threatening situations leads to social anxiety (Vitasari, Wa-
hab, Herawan, & Sinnadurai, 2011). Coping skill is one of 
the interpersonal skills and part of the efforts to protect the 
person in stressful situations. In this regard, some coping 

Table 3. Regression analyses of coping styles with regard to social anxiety

Step Predictor Variable 𝛽 B t R R2 Adjusted 
R2

R2 
Change P

1
Emotion-focused cop-

ing style 0.37 0.40 9.30
0.40 0.16 0.16 0.16

 <0.000

Constant -0.52 -0.27  <0.05

2

Emotion-focused cop-
ing style 0.37 0.41 9.59

0.44 0.19 0.19 0.03

 <0.000

Problem-focused cop-
ing style -0.17 -0.17 -4.06  <0.000

Constant 8.57 2.93  <0.000

Table 4. Regression analyses of attachment styles with regard to social anxiety

Step Predictor Variable 𝛽 B t R R2 Adjusted 
R2

R2 
Change P

1
Ambivalent attachment 0.63 0.26 5.17

0.26 0.07 0.07 0.07
 <0.000

Constant 8.05 5.17  <0.000

2

Ambivalent attachment 0.54 0.23 5.04

0.32 0.10 0.10 0.03

 <0.000

Avoidant attachment 0.47 0.18 4.08  <0.000

Constant 2.68 1.31  <0.05

3

Ambivalent attachment 0.57 0.24 5.27

0.34 0.11 0.11 0.01

 <0.000

Avoidant attachment 0.44 0.17 3.81  <0.000

Secure attachment -0.28 -0.10 -2.26  <0.05

Constant 7.38 2.56  <0.05

Table 2. Correlations among social anxiety, coping styles, and attachment styles

Step Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Social anxiety 1

2 Problem-focused coping style -0.16* 1

3 Emotion-focused coping style 0.40** 0.03 1

4 Avoidant coping style -0.03 0.37** 0.15* 1

5 Secure attachment -0.10* 0.12* -0.10* 0.21** 1

6 Avoidant attachment 0.23** -0.08 0.14* -0.05 0.09 1

7 Ambivalent attachment 0.26** -0.15* 0.23** 0.13* 0.19** 0.08 1

**P<0.01.*P<0.05.
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skills as cognitive and behavioral efforts to meet internal 
and external needs have been introduced (Eksi, 2004).

Our study results supported a negative relationship between 
problem-focused coping style and social anxiety. Carver, 
Scheier, and Weintraub (1989) believed since in coping strat-
egies, target behavior is control or change of sources of stress, 
strategies such as planning and devising a plan of action and 
new techniques to be used, so anxiety is reduced to the situ-
ation. In other words, people using problem-focused coping 
strategies actually experience problem and thereby reduce 
concerns. Training of problem-focused coping skills can re-
duce anxiety and stress (Emamipur, 2011).

Furthermore, this study demonstrated that emotion-focused 
coping style was positively correlated with social anxiety. 
Presumably, emotion-focused coping style include strate-
gies that reduce emotional distress and expression of feelings 
and prevent taking appropriate actions in stressful situations 
(Struthers et al., 1995). This style does not alleviate anxiety, 
but may even exaggerate it. Keough et al. findings (2015) in-
dicated that people with high social anxiety use emotion-fo-
cused coping style to reduce their anxiety. Apparently, people 
with anxiety disorders compared to normal people are more 
likely to think about their feelings about negative events and 
less concerned how to control those events (Legerstee, Gar-
nefski, Jellesma, Verhulst, & Utens, 2009).

Another finding of the present study showed that secure at-
tachment has a negative relationship with social anxiety that 
is in line with previous findings (Hasani,  Sheikhan, Aryana-
kia, & Mahmoudzadeh, 2013; Parade, et al., 2009; Brumariu 
& Kerns, 2008). It seems that people with secure attachment 
have higher self-esteem, interpersonal trust and intimacy 
which leads to healthier relationships. In addition, their high-
er self-efficacy and more impact on the social situations make 
them more able to initiate, maintain, and sustain interpersonal 
relationships (Goodwin, 2010; Cited in Rashidipour, 2012). 

Our study indicated a positive relationship between 
avoidant attachment style and social anxiety. People who 
show higher levels of avoidant attachment in a new situa-
tion, report less social anxiety. It seems that avoidance can 
help adjustment function in some situations. When people 
avoid their tension but also the desire to suppress it and 
thus, denial of anxiety, it may keep the attachment system 
deactivated. In this way, people with avoidant attachment, 
probably have less social anxiety in social situations and 
do not need to show intimacy. But this type of attachment 
causes difficulty in establishing intimate friendships or ro-
mantic relationships, and when more intimacy is needed, 
it can develop social anxiety (Brumariu & Kerns, 2008).

This study also showed that social anxiety had a positive 
relationship with ambivalent attachment. This finding is 
consistent with research findings of Hasani et al. (2013), 
Besharat et al. (2012). Carver, Scheier, and Weintraub 
(1989) believe that by using problem solving strategies, 
individual is in control sources of stress and by planning 
and devising, the anxiety is reduced. It makes suspicious 
person in social situations confusion, restlessness, fear and 
anxiety and anxiety disorders in her or his ultimately be 
provided (Tasca et al., 2009). The initial ambivalent behav-
ior towards the mother increase the fear of negative evalu-
ation. Consequently, ambivalent people may have less op-
portunity to discover the peer relationships (Brumariu & 
Kerns, 2008). Based on evidence, ambivalent people more 
than avoidance-immune individuals are problematic, dis-
tressed, and socially abnormal (Cassidy & Berlin, 1994; 
quoted in Brumariu & Kerns, 2008).

People with insecure attachments doubt their attachment 
figures as a secure perch to help them decrease distress. 
Frequent daily experiences with attachment figures and the 
consequences of ambivalent and avoidant patterns of at-
tachment may explain how people interact in social situa-
tions as well as the expectations and emotions they have in 
social interactions (Brumariu & Kerns, 2008).

Since the current study investigated the role of coping 
styles and attachment styles in social anxiety in general 
population, it is difficult to generalize its results to clini-
cal population. Using self-report questionnaire is another 
limitation of the present study. It may be of benefit to con-
duct research where coping styles and attachment styles of 
youth with social anxiety are evaluated compared to youth 
with other anxiety disorders and non-clinical samples.

Findings of the current study have direct implications for case 
understanding, therapeutic processes, and prevention programs 
when working with people with social anxiety. Further inter-
vention studies must be conducted to assess the efficiency of 
improving coping styles and security in communications to al-
leviate social anxiety. Thus, intervention studies could reveal 
whether coping styles and attachment patterns contribute in the 
development and maintenance of social anxiety.
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