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Abstract

Background: Social anxiety poses a notable mental health risk for art-major college students. Although self-concept clarity is known
to correlate with social anxiety, less is known about how rejection sensitivity and loneliness jointly explain this association. This study
examined the individual mediating effects of rejection sensitivity and loneliness on the association between self-concept clarity and
social anxiety among art-major college students. Furthermore, it evaluated the sequential mediating pathway of self-concept clarity →
rejection sensitivity → loneliness → social anxiety along with its group-specific characteristics. Methods: A convenience sampling
method was used to select 543 undergraduate students majoring in art (including fine arts, design, music, and related disciplines) from
Chinese universities. The sample included 377 females and 166 males, with ages ranging from 17–26 years (mean [M] = 20.52, standard
deviation [SD] = 1.63). Data on self-concept clarity, rejection sensitivity, loneliness, and social anxiety were collected using standardized
self-report questionnaires. The mediating effect test was conducted using Hayes’ PROCESS macro (Model 6). Results: Analysis of
543 art-major students showed that self-concept clarity was significantly negatively associated with social anxiety. Rejection sensitivity
and loneliness each independently mediated the association between self-concept clarity and social anxiety. Additionally, the sequential
mediation pathway (self-concept clarity→ rejection sensitivity→ loneliness→ social anxiety) was statistically significant, indirect effect
= −0.023, SE = 0.008, 95% CI [−0.041, −0.004]. Conclusions: Enhancing self-concept clarity among art-major college students may
lower their social anxiety levels by decreasing rejection sensitivity and alleviating loneliness. This study provides empirical support for
the development of targeted intervention programs to address social anxiety in this specific population.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, with the vigorous development of the
cultural and creative industry, society’s demand for art tal-
ents has become increasingly diversified, and higher art ed-
ucation has also attached greater importance to cultivat-
ing students’ comprehensive abilities. This educational
model not only requires students to possess solid profes-
sional skills and innovative artistic thinking (Samaniego
et al., 2024) but also emphasizes their ability to integrate
into the industry ecosystem and engage in social interac-
tions (Bille and Jensen, 2018; Bridgstock and Cunning-
ham, 2016). Compared with non-art majors, the learning
scenarios of art-major college students have the dual at-
tributes of independent creation and social dependence. On
the one hand, artistic creation relies on individual inde-
pendent thinking, which requires in-depth exploration of
personal artistic styles and creative concepts to construct
a unique artistic language (Özaltun, 2025). On the other
hand, high-frequency social activities such as course cri-
tiques, group creation, art salons, and exhibition exchanges
run through the entire learning process, resulting in a sig-
nificantly higher intensity of social interaction than that of

students in other majors (Edstrm, 2008). This dual de-
mand makes art-major college students more sensitive to
evaluative cues in social situations. Negative criticism of
their works or forced discussions on their creative concepts
may trigger doubts about their own artistic abilities, thereby
leading to social anxiety. Relevant surveys have confirmed
the prevalence of this issue: in interviews and question-
naires conducted among art students from multiple Norwe-
gian universities, many reported experiencing significant
anxiety when publicly presenting their works and receiving
evaluations (Vaag et al., 2021). Long-term anxiety reduces
students’ social participation enthusiasm and inhibits their
creative initiative. To avoid negative evaluations, some stu-
dents stick to conservative creative styles and themes (Am-
abile, 1979), gradually losing the courage to innovate and
falling into homogeneous creation. This contradicts the
core goal of higher art education: cultivating innovative tal-
ents.

Clarifying the formation mechanism of social anxiety
among art-major college students is a prerequisite for for-
mulating targeted intervention strategies and safeguarding
their mental health and professional development. Most ex-
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isting studies on this group focus on the correlation between
anxiety and external factors like creative pressure and aca-
demic burden (Bullock Muir et al., 2024), but overlook the
core mediating role of self-cognitive factors. The Cogni-
tive Behavioral Theory of Social Anxiety (Clark andWells,
1995) posits that individuals’ negative cognitions of self-
image are closely associated with the onset of social anx-
iety. As a core indicator measuring the state of individual
self-cognition, self-concept clarity may be correlated with
emotional perception and social experience, and further ex-
ert an effect on social anxiety. Among these factors, re-
jection sensitivity and loneliness, as key variables at the
emotional and experiential levels, have been consistently
confirmed by numerous studies to be correlated with self-
cognition and anxiety (Krupa, 2018; Lieberz et al., 2022;
Shi et al., 2025). Based on this, the present study integrates
classic theories including the Cognitive Behavioral The-
ory of Social Anxiety and Loneliness Theory to construct
a chain-mediated theoretical model: self-concept clarity →
rejection sensitivity → loneliness → social anxiety, aiming
to systematically explore the intrinsic correlation mecha-
nisms among these variables.

1.1 Self-Concept Clarity and Social Anxiety

The Cognitive Behavioral Theory of Social Anxiety
(Clark andWells, 1995) indicates that individuals’ negative
cognitions of self-image are the core inducement of social
anxiety, which provides theoretical support for the correla-
tion between self-concept clarity and social anxiety. As a
foundational achievement in exploring the cognitive mech-
anisms of social anxiety, this theory has established a theo-
retical framework for subsequent studies on the association
between self-cognition and social anxiety.

Self-concept clarity is a core indicator measuring the
clarity, consistency, and stability of an individual’s self-
cognition (Leigh and Clark, 2018), and its level may be re-
lated to the cognitive mode adopted by individuals to cope
with social evaluation. Individuals with high self-concept
clarity possess a coherent and stable self-referential frame-
work and may therefore be less likely to allow evaluative
feedback on their artistic work to directly determine their
global self-worth (Campbell et al., 1996; Guerrettaz et al.,
2014). In social scenarios such as work reviews and cre-
ative discussions, they can objectively interpret external
evaluative feedback and will not negate their overall capa-
bilities because of a single negative evaluation (Zielińska
et al., 2025). This cognitive trait may contribute to their
lower levels of social anxiety. In contrast, individuals with
low self-concept clarity tend to define themselves through
external evaluations. Moreover, since their self-worth is
highly bound to creative achievements (Burleson et al.,
2005), they are prone to misinterpreting neutral evaluative
feedback as self-negation, thereby generating intense self-
doubt—a cognitive pattern that may lead to higher levels of
social anxiety. Existing empirical studies have consistently

verified that self-concept clarity is significantly negatively
correlated with social anxiety, and this association exhibits
stable applicability across diverse populations (Chen et al.,
2025; Hume Figueroa and Téllez Alanís, 2025; Li and Xu,
2022; Wang et al., 2024; Zhou et al., 2024).

1.2 The Mediating Role of Rejection Sensitivity

Rejection sensitivity is a critical emotional variable
linking self-concept clarity and social anxiety. Its core con-
notation refers to individuals’ heightened vigilance toward
potential social exclusion cues, accompanied by negative
emotional responses (Foxhall et al., 2019; He et al., 2025).
Essentially, rejection sensitivity is an emotional-perceptual
trait associated with self-concept cognitive biases, and this
study hypothesizes that it plays a mediating role between
self-concept clarity and social anxiety.

This potential mediating mechanism follows a pro-
gressive correlational logic involving cognitive traits, emo-
tional vigilance, and anxiety levels. On one hand, Camp-
bell (1990) first defined self-concept clarity as the degree
of consistency, stability, and definiteness in an individual’s
self-belief system, emphasizing its role as the core founda-
tion for self-judgment and social information processing.
Campbell et al. (1996) further verified through empiri-
cal research that low self-concept clarity indicates a lack
of internal integration in the self-cognitive system, making
it difficult for individuals to form stable and reliable self-
reference standards. Such cognitive characteristics force
individuals to over-rely on external social feedback to con-
struct and confirm self-cognition. This over-reliance eas-
ily triggers cognitive processing biases: without an inter-
nal benchmark to distinguish the nature of external infor-
mation, they tend to adopt a negative attribution style when
facing neutral or constructive cues, such as divergent opin-
ions in creative discussions or suggestions for work im-
provement, and misinterpret them as potential signals of so-
cial exclusion or self-denial (Bintaş-Zörer and Dirik, 2023;
Pietrzak et al., 2005).

Bintaș-Zörer and Dirik’s (2023) cross-theoretical re-
search integrating cognitive-behavioral theory and attach-
ment theory provides a deeper explanation for the forma-
tion and transmission of this cognitive bias. They point
out that individuals with low self-concept clarity are more
likely to activate the early maladaptive schema domain of
impaired autonomy formed in early life. The core feature
of this schema domain is individuals’ doubt about their own
autonomous decision-making abilities and the stability of
self-worth, which is highly consistent with the core man-
ifestation of low self-concept clarity—lack of consistency
and stability in self-cognition (Campbell et al., 1996). Low
self-concept clarity prevents individuals from establishing
stable self-reference standards, making it difficult for them
to independently judge their own behaviors and values,
thereby reinforcing the cognitive bias of impaired auton-
omy. This bias causes individuals to excessively worry
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about being unable to independently control others’ evalu-
ations during social interactions and increases expectations
of relationship rejection. For example, they may interpret
divergent opinions in creative discussions as denial of their
own independent creative abilities, ultimately significantly
enhancing rejection sensitivity. This mechanism clarifies
the bridging role of the impaired autonomy schema domain:
it converts the cognitive defect of low self-concept clarity
(lack of stable self-cognition) into a targeted cognitive bias
(doubt about autonomy), directionally amplifying individu-
als’ sensitivity to social rejection and strengthening the the-
oretical coherence of the pathway linking self-concept clar-
ity, rejection sensitivity, and social anxiety.

The superposition of such continuous misinterpreta-
tion of social information and cognitive biases ultimately
significantly enhances individuals’ vigilance toward rejec-
tion cues and increases their level of rejection sensitivity.

On the other hand, art-major college students with
high rejection sensitivity tend to activate negative expec-
tations of potential denial before social activities such as
work presentations, creative reports, and interactive art
workshops—scenarios that are core to art education (Freed-
man and Dainer-Best, 2024). Socially interactive ap-
proaches (e.g., group discussions, collaborative creation)
and digital technologies (e.g., augmented reality, multime-
dia platforms) are increasingly integrated into art classes
to enhance engagement and creative thinking (Sattar et al.,
2025), but for students with high rejection sensitivity, these
interactive contexts may amplify vigilance toward nega-
tive cues. During such social interactions, they remain
in a defensive state, excessively focusing on others’ criti-
cal feedback (even constructive suggestions) and interpret-
ing normal collaborative exchanges as threatening rejection
scenarios (Sattar et al., 2025; Shi et al., 2025; Zimmer-
Gembeck et al., 2021). These emotional and cognitive traits
may lead to increased levels of social anxiety, further reduc-
ing their participation in valuable interactive learning expe-
riences (Kutsal and Özdemir, 2025; Li and Xu, 2022; Park
et al., 2022; Zhao et al., 2024).

1.3 The Mediating Role of Loneliness

Loneliness is defined as the subjective distress arising
from a discrepancy between the quality or quantity of so-
cial relationships an individual desires and those they actu-
ally perceive (McKenna-Plumley et al., 2023). Peplau and
Perlman (1982) clearly pointed out that the core of loneli-
ness lies in the subjective quality of social connectedness
rather than merely the objective quantity of social interac-
tions, which laid a theoretical foundation for subsequent
related research. As a core variable at the social experi-
ence level, the present study hypothesizes that loneliness
also plays a mediating role in the relationship between self-
concept clarity and social anxiety, and its core correlational
logic follows the transmission path of self-cognitive traits
→ social connectedness state→ anxiety levels. Specifically,

self-concept clarity is negatively correlated with loneliness:
individuals with high self-concept clarity can clarify their
own social needs and value orientations, accurately express
their ideas, and coordinate cooperative relationships in pro-
fessional social settings such as collective creation and art
salons. These traits help them establish high-quality so-
cial connections, thereby reducing their levels of loneliness
(Pang et al., 2024; Wu et al., 2023). In contrast, individu-
als with low self-concept clarity tend to struggle to achieve
emotional resonance due to communication misalignments
and conceptual conflicts, which may lead to low-quality so-
cial connections and further result in higher levels of lone-
liness (Bechtoldt et al., 2010; Xu and Chen, 2019).

Meanwhile, loneliness is positively correlatedwith so-
cial anxiety, and this association may be realized through
two pathways: social cognitive traits and social skill states.
The former suggests that chronically lonely individualsmay
develop a negative schema equating social scenarios with
danger and generate negative expectations of failing to in-
tegrate into groups, cognitive traits that may induce social
anxiety (Maes et al., 2019). The latter proposes that lone-
liness may prompt individuals to develop social avoidance
tendencies. Such avoidance behavior may deprive individ-
uals of opportunities for social practice such as course eval-
uations, leading to the deterioration of skills including so-
cial expression and conflict resolution. Frequent setbacks
in subsequent social interactions may further reinforce the
cognition of inadequate social competence, and these skill
and cognitive states may ultimately exacerbate social anxi-
ety (Haihambo et al., 2025; Lieberz et al., 2022).

1.4 The SequentialMediating Role of Rejection Sensitivity
and Loneliness

Integrating the aforementioned single mediating path-
ways, the present study proposes a chain-mediating path-
way: self-concept clarity → rejection sensitivity → loneli-
ness→ social anxiety. This pathway follows the progressive
correlational logic of cognitive traits→ emotional vigilance
→ social connectedness state → anxiety levels, providing
a basic framework for subsequent model construction and
mechanism interpretation.

To intuitively present all the hypothesized correla-
tional pathways mentioned above, the present study con-
structs a theoretical conceptual model as follows (Fig. 1):

Combining the aforementioned theoretical analysis
and the group-specific traits of art-major college students,
the intrinsic correlational mechanisms of each pathway in
Fig. 1 can be further elaborated hierarchically. First,
the core logic of the direct pathway is that self-concept
clarity affects individuals’ social anxiety levels by shap-
ing their cognitive patterns in coping with social evalu-
ation. Owing to the strong entanglement between artis-
tic creation and self-worth, clear self-cognition helps stu-
dents decouple work evaluation from self-worth, reducing
anxiety triggered by evaluation sensitivity. Conversely,
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Fig. 1. Chain-mediating theoretical model of self-concept clarity and social anxiety among art students. Note: Solid lines denote
hypothesized correlational pathways. Among them, the pathway from self-concept clarity to social anxiety represents a direct pathway,
while all other pathways are indirect.

vague self-cognition tends tomake students internalize neg-
ative feedback on works as self-negation, directly leading
to high levels of anxiety. Second, the two single medi-
ating pathways reflect the dual transmission mechanisms
of cognition-emotion and cognition-experience: the medi-
ation of self-concept clarity through rejection sensitivity es-
sentially stems from self-cognitive biases inducing height-
ened vigilance toward exclusion cues in professional social
interactions; the mediation of self-concept clarity through
loneliness centrally arises from vague self-cognition lead-
ing to ineffective expression of professional social needs,
which in turn results in a lack of social connectedness and
anxiety. Finally, the chain-mediating pathway integrates
the previous two types of pathways to form a complete pro-
gressive chain: vague self-concept triggers biased interpre-
tation of exclusion cues at the cognitive level, further result-
ing in high rejection sensitivity at the emotional level; high
rejection sensitivity drives individuals to avoid core social
activities such as course evaluations and interdisciplinary
creation, and they often adopt a defensive posture in limited
social interactions, leading to superficial interpersonal ex-
changes, which ultimately results in low-quality social con-
nectedness and loneliness at the experiential level; through
the cognitive or skill impairments associated with loneli-
ness, this further induces higher levels of social anxiety at
the outcome level.

Among the links in this transmission chain, the key
mechanism by which high rejection sensitivity induces
loneliness is as follows: individuals’ active avoidance of
core social activities and their defensive posture in limited
social interactions lead to superficial interpersonal commu-
nication, and this social state directly gives rise to loneliness

(Corsano et al., 2020; Watson and Nesdale, 2012). Collec-
tively, the aforementioned multiple pathways constitute a
multidimensional correlational mechanism of social anxi-
ety among art-major college students, providing a system-
atic theoretical framework for subsequent empirical testing.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1 Research Questions, Hypothesis and Marginal
Contributions

Although existing studies have explored the pairwise
relationships between self-concept clarity, rejection sensi-
tivity, loneliness, and social anxiety, there is an obvious
gap in systematic research targeting art students, and no
study has yet integrated and tested the chainmediating path-
way composed of the above variables. Based on this, the
core research questions of this study are: What are the re-
lationships between self-concept clarity, rejection sensitiv-
ity, loneliness, and social anxiety among art students? Do
rejection sensitivity and loneliness play a chain mediating
role in the relationship between self-concept clarity and so-
cial anxiety?

This study selected 543 art students as participants,
covering multiple professional fields such as fine arts, mu-
sic, design, and dance. It aims to test the above theoretical
model through empirical research and reveal the formation
mechanism of social anxiety among art students.

The marginal contributions of this study are mainly
reflected in two aspects. First, the research perspective
is unique, focusing precisely on the group of art students.
A previous study mostly takes general college students or
working adults as research subjects (Lee et al., 2024); even
when involving art students, they mostly focus on the corre-
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lation between external factors such as creative pressure and
academic burden and anxiety (Bullock Muir et al., 2024;
Lee et al., 2024), ignoring the core mediating role of self-
cognitive factors. Based on the group-specific character-
istics of art students, namely the coexistence of indepen-
dent creation and high-frequency social interaction, and the
high integration of self-concept with professional creation
(Burleson et al., 2005; Mansour et al., 2018), this study sys-
tematically explores the cognitive-emotional-experiential
relationship mechanism of their social anxiety, making up
for the deficiency of insufficient group specificity in exist-
ing research.

Second, the research model is systematic, testing the
complete chain mediating pathway. Previous research is
mostly limited to examining pairwise relationships or single
mediating effects between variables (Liu et al., 2017), fail-
ing to fully reveal the progressive relationship mechanism
of cognition-emotion-experience. By incorporating rejec-
tion sensitivity and loneliness into the model, this study
constructs and tests the chain mediating pathway of self-
concept clarity → rejection sensitivity → loneliness → so-
cial anxiety, enriching theoretical research on social anxi-
ety’s influencing factors and offering targeted support for
intervening in this group’s social anxiety.

Based on the above theoretical analysis and model
construction, this study proposes the following four hy-
potheses:

H1: Self-concept clarity of art students is significantly
negatively correlated with social anxiety.

H2: Self-concept clarity of art students is significantly
negatively correlated with rejection sensitivity and loneli-
ness, respectively.

H3: Rejection sensitivity of art students is signifi-
cantly positively correlated with social anxiety; loneliness
is significantly positively correlated with social anxiety;
and rejection sensitivity is significantly positively corre-
lated with loneliness.

H4: Rejection sensitivity and loneliness play a chain
mediating role in the relationship between self-concept clar-
ity and social anxiety among art students, with the specific
pathway being self-concept clarity→ rejection sensitivity→
loneliness → social anxiety.

The subsequent chapters of the paper will sequentially
present the research methods, research results, discussion,
and conclusion. The researchmethods section elaborates on
participant screening, measurement tools, and data process-
ing methods; the research results section reports descriptive
statistics of variables, correlation analysis, and chain medi-
ation test results; the discussion section interprets the con-
notation of the research results and analyzes the limitations
of the study; the conclusion section summarizes the core
research findings and puts forward practical implications.

2.2 Participants

Convenience sampling was adopted to recruit respon-
dents from 7 higher education institutions in Zhejiang
Province that offer art-related programs (encompassing art
colleges within comprehensive universities and specialized
art colleges). Questionnaires were distributed via an online
survey platform (Wenjuanxing). A total of 619 question-
naires were retrieved initially, and invalid questionnaires
were excluded based on the following criteria: (1) no miss-
ing key data in all answered questions; (2) completion time
of no less than 90 seconds; (3) no consecutive 10 or more
questions with identical options selected. Ultimately, 543
valid questionnaires were kept, resulting in an effective re-
sponse rate of 87.7%.

The demographic characteristics of the sample are
as follows: In terms of gender, there were 377 females
(69.4%) and 166 males (30.6%), and the gender distribu-
tion of the sample was consistent with the group’s objective
characteristics. In terms of major categories, there were 194
students in fine arts (35.7%), 122 in music (22.5%), 93 in
dance (17.1%), 105 in design (19.3%), and 29 in drama and
film/television (5.3%), covering major art fields such as vi-
sual arts, performing arts, and design applications, which
indicates that the professional structure of the sample is rep-
resentative. In terms of grade distribution, there were 113
freshmen (20.8%), 140 sophomores (25.8%), 176 juniors
(32.4%), and 114 seniors (21.0%); the age range was 18–
26 years old, with a mean age (M) of 20.52 years and a
standard deviation (SD) of 1.63 years.

2.3 Instruments

(a) Self-Concept Clarity Scale (SCCS). The origi-
nal Self-Concept Clarity Scale (SCCS) was developed by
Campbell et al. (1996), and the Chinese version adapted
by Niu et al. (2016) was utilized in this study. It consists
of 12 items with a single-dimensional structure, and is used
to assess the consistency, stability, and definiteness of an
individual’s self-concept. A typical item is ‘My views of
myself often change’ (reverse scoring). The items are rated
on a 1–5 scale (1 = completely inconsistent, 5 = completely
consistent), and a higher mean item score implies a clearer
self-concept. In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient
(α) of this scale was 0.893.

(b) Tendency to Expect Rejection Scale (TERS). The
version compiled by Jobe (2003) and revised by Li (2007)
was adopted, which comprises 18 items across three dimen-
sions: rejection anxiety, rejection anger, and rejection ex-
pectation. It uses a 5-point Likert scale (1 = completely
inconsistent, 5 = completely consistent) to assess an indi-
vidual’s sensitivity to rejection from others. Typical items
are ‘When I ask a friend for help, I worry that the other
person will reject me’ and ‘I feel nervous at the thought of
possible rejection’; among them, items 1, 2, 4, 9, 10, and 17
are reverse-scored. A higher mean item score of the respon-
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dents implies a higher level of rejection sensitivity. In this
study, the Cronbach’s α coefficient of this scale was 0.833.

(c) UCLA Loneliness Scale. The short Chinese ver-
sion compiled by Russell et al. (1978) and adapted by Zhou
et al. (2012) was employed. It contains 8 items with a
single-dimensional structure, and is used tomeasure the fre-
quency of an individual’s subjective loneliness experience.
Typical items are ‘I lack companionship’ and ‘I feel discon-
nected from the people around me’. The items are scored
on a 1–4 scale (1 = never, 4 = often), and a higher mean
item score means a higher level of loneliness. In this study,
the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient (α) of the scale was 0.836.

(d) Interaction Anxiousness Scale (IAS). The version
compiled by Leary and Kowalski (1993) and revised by
Peng et al. (2004) was selected. It includes 15 items with a
single-dimensional structure, focusing on measuring an in-
dividual’s anxiety in daily social situations. Typical items
are ‘I feel nervous when talking to strangers’ and ‘I of-
ten feel uncomfortable in social situations’. The items are
scored on a 1–5 scale (1 = completely inconsistent with me,
5 = completely consistent with me), and a higher mean item
score indicates a higher level of social anxiety. In this study,
the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient (α) of the scale was 0.866.

2.4 Procedure
Questionnaire links were distributed through art-

major teachers in colleges and universities, student clubs,
and social platforms. On the recruitment page, the research
purpose, content, participation duration, and anonymity
principle were clearly stated, and it was emphasized that
the data would only be used for academic research. Af-
ter the questionnaires were collected, valid questionnaires
were screened according to the preset standards. The valid
data were imported into Excel 2021 (Microsoft Corpora-
tion, Redmond, Washington, United States) for prelimi-
nary sorting, and the consistency between the questionnaire
number and the answers was checked. After confirmation
of no errors, the data were imported into SPSS 26.0 (IBM
Corporation (SPSS Inc.), Chicago, Illinois, United States),
PROCESS macro program, and AMOS 26.0 (IBM Corpo-
ration (Amos Development Corporation), Chicago, Illinois,
United States) for subsequent analysis. All participants re-
mained anonymous. After reading the electronic informed
consent form, they voluntarily clicked the ‘Agree to Par-
ticipate’ button. This study strictly followed the relevant
ethical guidelines of the Declaration of Helsinki, and the
research protocol has been reviewed and approved by the
Ethics Committee of Zhejiang University of Science and
Technology.

2.5 Data Analysis
This study employed a multi-step data analysis

method: since all data were self-reported by respondents,
first, Harman’s single-factor test was used to examine com-
mon method bias. All scale items were incorporated into

the exploratory factor analysis, and the results showed that
4 common factors with eigenvalues exceeding 1 were ex-
tracted without rotation, with the variance explained by
the first common factor being 41.769% (below the 50%
critical threshold), suggesting no severe common method
bias; reliability and validity analyses were performed us-
ing SPSS 26.0, and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was
performed with the help of AMOS 26.0 to test the con-
struct validity, so as to complete the reliability and validity
test; Pearson correlation analysis was utilized to examine
the association between variables, while controlling for the
potential impact of demographic variables such as gender
and grade, and descriptive statistics and correlation analy-
ses were conducted to lay the groundwork for the mediating
effect test; based on the mediating effect test procedure by
Wen et al. (2004) and the chain mediation theory by Hayes
(2013), the PROCESS macro program (Model 6) was used
to develop a model to examine the chain mediating path of
‘X→M1→M2→Y’. The Bootstrap method with 10,000 re-
samplings was employed to estimate the 95% confidence
interval (CI). If the CI did not contain 0, the mediating ef-
fect was significant, and the proportion of each path effect
value within the total effect was computed to complete the
chain mediating effect test.

3. Results
3.1 Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis

Results of descriptive statistics and correlation anal-
ysis (see Table 1) showed that self-concept clarity (SCC)
(mean (M) = 3.485, standard deviation (SD) = 1.172), lone-
liness (M = 3.413, SD = 0.562), and social anxiety (M =
3.954, SD = 1.219) were all above the midpoint of their
respective scales, while rejection sensitivity (M = 2.416,
SD = 1.265) was close to the scale midpoint. Overall, no
group characteristics of extremely high or low levels were
observed. Although the standard deviation of rejection sen-
sitivity (SD = 1.265) is slightly larger than half of the mean
(1/2M = 1.208), the data meet the normality assumption for
Pearson correlation analysis when considering the skew-
ness (0.764), kurtosis (–1.144), the histogram distribution,
and the robustness of statistical methods with large samples
(Cohen, 2013).

Correlation analysis results indicated that the direction
and strength of associations between variables were consis-
tent with the research hypotheses: self-concept clarity was
significantly negatively correlated with rejection sensitivity
(r= –0.469, p < 0.01), loneliness (r = –0.344, p < 0.01), and
social anxiety (r = –0.504, p < 0.01); rejection sensitivity
was significantly positively correlated with loneliness (r =
0.259, p < 0.01) and social anxiety (r = 0.334, p < 0.01);
loneliness was significantly positively correlated with so-
cial anxiety (r = 0.531, p < 0.01). The above results pro-
vided a reliable basis for subsequent mediating effect test-
ing.
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Table 1. Results of descriptive statistics, correlation analysis (N = 543).
M SD 1 2 3 4

1. Self-concept clarity 3.485 1.172 1
2. Rejection sensitivity 2.416 1.265 –0.469** 1
3. Loneliness 3.413 0.562 –0.344** 0.259** 1
4. Social anxiety 3.954 1.219 –0.504** 0.334** 0.531** 1
Note: **p < 0.01. M, mean; SD, standard deviation.

3.2 Chain Mediating Effect Test

First, an overall fit test was conducted on the chain
mediating model. The results showed that: χ2/df = 1.635,
Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) = 0.881, Root Mean Square
Error of Approximation (RMSEA) = 0.034 (90% Confi-
dence Interval [0.032, 0.037]), Root Mean Square Resid-
ual (RMR) = 0.042, Comparative Fit Index (CFI) = 0.973,
Normed Fit Index (NFI) = 0.934, Non-Normed Fit Index
(NNFI) = 0.972, Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) = 0.972, Ad-
justed Goodness of Fit Index (AGFI) = 0.871, Incremental
Fit Index (IFI) = 0.973, Standardized Root Mean Square
Residual (SRMR) = 0.025. All indicators met the ideal cri-
teria (χ2/df <3; CFI, NFI, NNFI, TLI, IFI >0.9; RMSEA
<0.08; SRMR, RMR <0.1), indicating a good fit between
the model and the data.

To verify the multicollinearity among predictive vari-
ables in the regression model, this study conducted a test
using the collinearity analysis module in SPSS. The re-
sults showed that the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) values
of self-concept clarity, rejection sensitivity, and loneliness
were 1.375, 1.300, and 1.150, respectively (all <10), and the
tolerance values were 0.728, 0.769, and 0.870, respectively
(all >0.1). Additionally, the maximum absolute value of the
correlation coefficient between variables was 0.469 (<0.8).
These results indicate that there is no severe multicollinear-
ity among the variables in the model, and the research re-
sults are not interfered with by the high correlation between
independent variables. Subsequently, Hayes’ PROCESS
macro (Model 6) was used for analysis, with Self-Concept
Clarity (SCC) as the independent variable (X), social anx-
iety as the dependent variable (Y), rejection sensitivity as
the first mediating variable (M1), and loneliness as the sec-
ond mediating variable (M2). Gender and grade were con-
trolled to test the chain mediating path of “Self-Concept
Clarity→Rejection Sensitivity→Loneliness→ Social Anx-
iety”. Compared with structural equation modeling (SEM),
the PROCESS macro was selected as the main inferential
statistical method for the following reasons: first, it is more
straightforward and efficient in testing specific chain me-
diating paths, with built-in Bootstrap procedures that can
directly and accurately estimate the confidence intervals
of mediating effects without complex model construction;
second, it is more robust to the distribution characteristics
of data, which is suitable for the current research scenario
based on Likert scale data. A 10,000-resampling Bootstrap

method was adopted to estimate the 95% Confidence Inter-
vals (95% CI) of each mediating path.

The results showed that there were three significant
mediating paths (see Table 2, Fig. 2):

Path 1 (X→M1→Y): Unstandardized effect value (B)
= –0.036, Completely Standardized Effect (CSE) = –0.035,
95% CI [–0.071, –0.002]. Since the confidence interval did
not contain 0, it indicated that the independent mediating
effect of rejection sensitivity was significant, accounting for
6.87% of the total effect.

Path 2 (X→M2→Y): B = –0.117, CSE = –0.112, 95%
CI [–0.156, –0.069]. The confidence interval did not con-
tain 0, indicating that the independent mediating effect of
loneliness was significant, accounting for 22.33% of the to-
tal effect.

Path 3 (X→M1→M2→Y): Unstandardized chainmedi-
ating effect (B) = –0.023, CSE = –0.022, 95% CI [–0.041,
–0.004]. The confidence interval did not contain 0, con-
firming that the chain mediating effect of rejection sensi-
tivity and loneliness was significant, accounting for 4.39%
of the total effect. Total unstandardized indirect effect (B)
= –0.176, total CSE = –0.169, accounting for 33.59% of the
total effect (B = –0.524, CSE = –0.504). The direct effect
was significant: unstandardized direct effect (B) = –0.348,
direct effect CSE = –0.335 (p < 0.001, 95% CI [–0.427, –
0.269]), accounting for 66.41% of the total effect.

The above results indicated that the association be-
tween self-concept clarity and social anxiety was mainly a
direct association, and at the same time, additional associa-
tions were produced through three indirect paths: the neg-
ative association with rejection sensitivity, the negative as-
sociation with loneliness, and the chain association path of
“rejection sensitivity → loneliness”. In addition, the path
coefficients between variables showed that: self-concept
clarity significantly negatively predicted rejection sensitiv-
ity (B = –0.503, SE = 0.040, t = –12.452, p < 0.001, 95%
CI [–0.582, –0.424], CSE = –0.467) and loneliness (B = –
0.135, SE = 0.021, t = –6.328, p < 0.001, 95% CI [–0.176,
–0.093], CSE = –0.282); rejection sensitivity significantly
positively predicted loneliness (B = 0.055, SE = 0.019, t =
2.812, p = 0.005, 95% CI [0.017, 0.094], CSE = 0.123) and
social anxiety (B = 0.072, SE = 0.036, t = 2.015, p = 0.044,
95% CI [0.002, 0.143], CSE = 0.075); loneliness signifi-
cantly positively predicted social anxiety (B = 0.861, SE =
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Table 2. Results of chain mediation effect test (N = 543).
Effect Item Effect SE t p LLCI ULCI CSE

Direct effect X⇒Y –0.348 0.040 –8.625 <0.001 –0.427 –0.269 −0.335

Indirect effect process

X⇒M1 –0.503 0.040 –12.452 <0.001 –0.582 –0.424 −0.467
X⇒M2 –0.135 0.021 –6.328 <0.001 –0.176 –0.093 −0.282
M1⇒M2 0.055 0.019 2.812 0.005 0.017 0.094 0.123
M1⇒Y 0.072 0.036 2.015 0.044 0.002 0.143 0.075
M2⇒Y 0.861 0.076 11.225 <0.001 0.712 1.010 0.397

Total effect X⇒Y –0.524 0.039 –13.556 <0.001 –0.600 –0.448 −0.504

Specific Indirect Effect
X⇒M1⇒Y –0.036 0.017 –2.105 0.035 –0.071 –0.002 –0.035
X⇒M2⇒Y –0.117 0.022 –5.283 <0.001 –0.156 –0.069 −0.112

X⇒M1⇒M2⇒Y –0.023 0.008 –2.786 0.006 –0.041 –0.004 –0.022

Total indirect effect X⇒Y –0.176 0.026 –6.803 <0.001 –0.225 –0.120 −0.169
Note: X = Self-Concept Clarity, Y = Social Anxiety, M1 = Rejection Sensitivity, M2 = Loneliness. SE, Standard Error;
LLCI, Lower Limit of the Confidence Interval; ULCI, Upper Limit of the Confidence Interval; CSE, Completely Standard-
ized Effect.

Fig. 2. Resulting structural model (N = 543). Note: ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

0.076, t = 11.225, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.712, 1.010], CSE
= 0.397). These significant predictive relationships further
supported the existence of mediating associations.

4. Discussion
This study recruited 543 art-major college students as

research subjects to systematically examine the relation-
ships between Self-Concept Clarity (SCC), rejection sen-
sitivity, loneliness, and social anxiety, with a primary focus
on verifying the chain mediating pathway of SCC → rejec-
tion sensitivity → loneliness → social anxiety. The follow-
ing analysis integrates the research results with the theo-
retical frameworks and empirical literature presented in the
main text.

4.1 Core Findings

The results supported Hypothesis 1, indicating a sig-
nificant negative correlation between SCC and social anxi-
ety among art-major college students (r = –0.504, p < 0.01),
and SCC could directly and negatively predict social anxi-
ety (unstandardized effect value B = –0.348, CSE = –0.335,
p < 0.001). This finding is consistent with the core propo-
sition of the cognitive-behavioral theory of social anxiety,
which posits that individuals’ negative perceptions of self-
image are the core inducement of social anxiety (Clark and
Wells, 1995). It also confirms the conclusions of Hume
Figueroa et al. (2025), Chen et al. (2025), and Pang et al.
(2024) that SCC is a key protective factor for social adap-
tation. Notably, the correlation strength between the two
variables in this study was significantly higher than that re-
ported in Li and Xu’s (2022) research on general college
students (r = –0.33). This difference is not merely a varia-
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tion in correlationmagnitude but stems from the unique pro-
fessional attributes and social evaluation logic of art-major
college students. The mechanisms underlying this group-
specific effect can be analyzed from three aspects.

First, there is a difference in the depth of connection
between evaluation objects and the self. Social evaluations
of general college students mostly target separable daily be-
haviors or general abilities (e.g., communication, collabo-
ration), which have weak associations with core self-worth.
In contrast, evaluations of art-major college students di-
rectly target artistic works that are deeply bound to the self.
Artistic works are external projections of individuals’ aes-
thetic preferences, creative concepts, and even personality
traits (Mansour et al., 2018), so related evaluations are more
likely to reach core self-worth, thereby amplifying the im-
pact of SCC on social anxiety.

Second, there is a difference in the subjectivity of eval-
uation criteria. Evaluations of general college students are
mostly based on objective standards with limited room for
interpretation. In contrast, art evaluations are highly sub-
jective and uncertain. Art-major students with vague self-
concepts are more likely to interpret neutral feedback (e.g.,
“style needs refinement”) as implicit denial (Pietrzak et al.,
2005), which further strengthens self-doubt and anxiety, ex-
acerbating the correlation between SCC and social anxiety.

Third, there is a difference in the singularity of self-
worth realization pathways. General college students can
gain self-identity through multiple pathways such as aca-
demic performance, club activities, and interpersonal rela-
tionships, which can buffer the impact of negative evalua-
tions in a single domain. In contrast, the self-worth of art-
major college students is highly dependent on professional
creation and work recognition (Burleson et al., 2005). This
singularity makes the impact of professional evaluations on
self-perception more concentrated and intense, and individ-
uals with low SCC are more likely to experience high social
anxiety.

The results also verified Hypotheses 2 and 3, showing
that both rejection sensitivity (B = –0.036, CSE = –0.035,
accounting for 6.87% of the total effect) and loneliness (B
= –0.117, CSE = –0.112, accounting for 22.33% of the to-
tal effect) play independent mediating roles between SCC
and social anxiety. The differences in their effect sizes
further highlight the particularity of the art-major college
student group. Although the mediating pathway of rejec-
tion sensitivity is consistent with the findings of Li and Xu
(2022) and Park et al. (2022), its effect ratio is signifi-
cantly lower than the 25.94% reported in Li andXu’s (2022)
study on general college students. This may be related to
the emphasis on the tolerance of diverse styles in art edu-
cation (Özaltun, 2025); teachers’ evaluations mostly com-
bine specific improvement suggestions with affirmation of
strengths, buffering the direct impact of rejection sensitiv-
ity. However, the subjectivity of art evaluations still makes
individuals with vague self-concepts prone to interpreting

neutral feedback as implicit rejection (Pietrzak et al., 2005),
so rejection sensitivity still plays a significant mediating
role.

The mediating effect of loneliness is consistent with
the core view of Peplau and Perlman’s (1982) loneliness
theory, which defines loneliness as an individual’s subjec-
tive experience of lack of social connection. It is also di-
rectly related to the core contradiction between the inde-
pendence of creation and the high frequency of social in-
teraction among art-major college students. The learning
scenarios of general college students are mainly focused
on collective teaching and general ability training, where
social interaction is naturally integrated with the learning
process, and the establishment of social connections is pas-
sive and inevitable. Therefore, loneliness among general
college students is more likely to stem from individual per-
sonality traits (e.g., introversion, avoidant personality). In
contrast, the learning scenarios of art-major college stu-
dents have both the closed nature of independent creation
and the high demand for professional social interaction: on
the one hand, artistic creation requires long-term indepen-
dent thinking and focused investment, which easily leads
to a state of self-isolation; on the other hand, professional
activities such as course reviews, collective creation, and
exhibition exchanges require high-frequency social inter-
action. This contradiction puts individuals with vague self-
concepts in a dilemma of desiring recognition through so-
cial interaction yet avoiding it due to fear of negative eval-
uations. They actively reduce social behaviors such as in-
terdisciplinary collaboration and work sharing, leading to a
lack of social connection, which in turn exacerbates social
anxiety through loneliness. This finding extends Pang et
al.’s (2024) research, which only identified fear of negative
evaluation and self-disclosure as mediators between SCC
and loneliness. This study further links loneliness to social
anxiety, confirming loneliness as a key mediating variable
in the pathway from self-concept to social anxiety.

The results also verified Hypothesis 4, indicating that
the chain mediating pathway of SCC → rejection sensitiv-
ity→ loneliness→ social anxiety is significantly established
(unstandardized chainmediating effect B = –0.023, CSE = –
0.022, accounting for 4.39% of the total effect). Combining
the actual creation and social behaviors of art-major college
students, the progressive deterioration mechanism can be
clarified: art-major students with vague self-concepts (e.g.,
painting majors who are uncertain about their creative style
positioning) will have overly sensitive responses to evalua-
tion signals in professional social scenarios. On this basis,
such students will also exhibit explicit avoidance behav-
iors, such as evading the submission of works to university-
level art exhibitions or being unwilling to share their cre-
ative process in classes, leading to a significant decrease
in the frequency of social interaction. The professionalism
of artistic creation determines that their social needs cannot
be met through non-professional scenarios. Active avoid-
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ance behaviors directly trigger feelings of loneliness, such
as lacking partners with creative resonance and struggling
to expand creative ideas. This loneliness further strength-
ens their negative expectations of professional social in-
teraction, making their anxiety significantly worse when
facing work evaluations or collaboration invitations next
time, forming a complete behavioral cycle of vague self-
perception→ evaluation sensitivity→ avoidance of creative
social interaction → loneliness → anxiety reinforcement.

Compared with the chain model of parental psycho-
logical control → SCC → social anxiety proposed by Zhou
et al. (2024) for adolescents, both recognize that SCC is
the core hub. However, the starting point of the pathway
in this study is individual self-perception, and the transmis-
sion logic is vague self-perception→ active perceptual sen-
sitivity → behavioral avoidance → emotional deterioration
→ anxiety reinforcement. In contrast, the starting point of
the pathway in Zhou et al. (2024) is external family factors,
and the transmission process tends to be a passive response
to external influences. This difference may be due to the
fact that art-major college students are in a stage of inde-
pendent self-development, and their social anxiety is more
derived from the need for self-worth confirmation related to
professional characteristics, rather than external constraints
during adolescence. This pathway forms a complete chain
of cognition → perception → emotion → anxiety, laying a
theoretical foundation for multi-targeted interventions ad-
dressing art students’ social anxiety.

4.2 Practical Implications

Based on the above research results and combined
with the characteristics of art education, this study proposes
creative process-integrated intervention suggestions for so-
cial anxiety among art-major college students:

In the creative preparation stage, organize thematic
workshops on style tracing and self-positioning integrated
into relevant professional courses. Guide students to
sort out their representative works, clarify the connec-
tion between creation and self-traits, establish stable self-
evaluation standards through simulated creative presenta-
tion training, distinguish between work flaws and self-
worth, and improve acceptance of professional suggestions.

In the creative process stage, implement a collabora-
tive model of creative companion groups. Form groups by
major to conduct phased sharing and mutual improvement;
strengthen professional connections through creative reso-
nance journals, introduce interdisciplinary micro-projects
to reduce social avoidance, and include collaboration par-
ticipation in course regular grades to ensure implementation
effects.

In the work exhibition stage, construct a stepped de-
sensitization system for work display, advancing hierarchi-
cally through class, grade, and university-level exhibitions.
Gradually transition from anonymous group sharing to pub-
lic exhibition guidance; provide interactive guidance and

simulation training, with psychological counselors offering
emotional regulation support.

In the feedback reception stage, implement a three-
dimensional feedback and separation training model.
Teachers use feedback language that combines strengths,
suggestions, and recognition; guide students to distinguish
between improvement signals and rejection signals through
thematic workshops, carry out self-separation training with
the help of feedback journals; invite artists to share experi-
ences in transforming criticism to enhance intervention pro-
fessionalism.

4.3 Limitations and Applicability Boundaries

This study has several limitations: First, the cross-
sectional design cannot clarify the causal order of the chain
pathway, only revealing the correlational relationships be-
tween variables, making it difficult to infer the dynamic de-
velopment process of SCC → rejection sensitivity → lone-
liness → social anxiety. Second, the sample is limited to
art-major college students in Zhejiang Province with an un-
balanced gender distribution (69.4% female), which may
affect the external validity of the research conclusions. Fu-
ture studies need to expand the sampling scope and bal-
ance the gender distribution. Third, the study relies on self-
reported data. Although Harman’s single-factor test ruled
out severe commonmethod bias, subjective biases may still
exist. Subsequent studies can integrate multi-source data
(e.g., teacher evaluations, work analysis, observations of
social behaviors) to improve the objectivity of measure-
ments. Fourth, the scales used are general versions. Al-
though adjusted for professional scenarios to meet research
needs, they lack art-specific items, making it impossible to
accurately capture subtle differences in rejection sensitivity
and loneliness among art students in professional scenarios.
The inference of group-specific performance in this study
still requires verification with subsequent specific scales.
Fifth, the study did not explore the impact of potential mod-
erating variables such as creative self-efficacy and social
support, making it impossible to clarify the regulatory role
of these variables in the chain pathway.

These limitations also determine the applicability
boundaries of the research conclusions: At the group level,
it applies to undergraduate art students with high profes-
sional social needs, such as visual arts (fine arts, design)
and performing arts (music, dance). Its applicability to the-
oretical majors such as art history needs further verifica-
tion. At the scenario level, it focuses on professional social
scenarios such as work evaluation, collaborative creation,
and exhibition exchanges, and the research conclusions are
more suitable for explaining the anxiety mechanism of art
students in professional scenarios. At the cultural level,
it is based on the atmosphere of collective evaluation and
style tolerance in art education in Zhejiang Province, China,
and its generalizability to other regions or countries requires
cross-cultural verification.
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Future research can adopt longitudinal tracking or ex-
perimental designs to clarify the causal relationships be-
tween variables. It should expand the sampling scope and
balance gender distribution to improve external validity, in-
tegrate multi-source data to enhance measurement objectiv-
ity, and develop art-specific scales to accurately measure
rejection sensitivity and loneliness in professional scenar-
ios. Additionally, incorporating moderating variables such
as creative self-efficacy and social support will help con-
struct a more comprehensive theoretical model, offering a
stronger empirical basis for precise interventions targeting
art-major college students’ social anxiety.

5. Conclusions
Empirical analysis of 543 art-major college students

shows that SCC is significantly negatively correlated with
social anxiety among art-major college students; rejec-
tion sensitivity and loneliness respectively play indepen-
dent mediating roles between them, and the three together
form a significant chain mediating pathway of SCC → re-
jection sensitivity → loneliness → social anxiety. This re-
sult not only enriches the research on group specificity in
the field of self-perception and social adaptation but also
provides a clear theoretical basis and practical direction for
the targeted intervention of social anxiety among art-major
college students. Improving SCC is the core entry point.
At the same time, it is necessary to reduce rejection sensi-
tivity and alleviate loneliness to break the vicious cycle of
anxiety → avoidance → loneliness → increased anxiety, ul-
timately promoting the social adaptation and mental health
development of this group.
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