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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Entering university is accompanied by significant changes in students’ life roles. They
become involved in a variety of interpersonal relationships that are often accompanied by
psychological stress and anxiety, which in turn affect their function (Kim et al., 2022). Social
anxiety can influence students’ mental health by affecting the quality of their social
relationships (Arai et al., 2023). Social anxiety is characterized by a persistent and intense
fear of specific social situations, where individuals are often preoccupied with concerns
about being judged, humiliated, or embarrassed by others (Stein & Stein, 2008). It appears
that social occasions and their emotional demands—beyond purely social factors—are
related to how individuals’ brains and behavioral systems operate and how they respond to
stimuli.
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The behavioral inhibition system (BIS) and the behavioral activation system (BAS) are neuro
psychiatric concepts within Gray’s Reinforcement Sensitivity Theory (RST) (Gray &
McNaughton, 2003). These systems regulate responses to environmental cues. BIS is sensitive to
punishment-related cues and mediates avoidance, anxiety, and risk evaluation. It increases
vigilance and suppresses behavior in threatening contexts. In contrast, BAS responds to reward-
related stimuli, directing exploratory behavior, effort toward goal attainment, and positive affect.
BAS activity is associated with traits such as impulsivity, optimism, and reward seeking (Liu
etal., 2024; Sam et al., 2025). Dysregulation in these systems appears to be associated with social
anxiety, because individuals with heightened BIS sensitivity may display increased alertness to
social threats—such as criticism or rejection—Ileading them to avoid social situations
(Kimbrel, 2008).

BIS and BAS also appear to be related to individuals' emotional functioning. Sam et al. (2025)
demonstrated a relationship between these systems and emotional dysregulation and impulsivity.
One relevant construct in this context is alexithymia, which refers to an impaired ability to
cognitively process emotional information and regulate it (Quinto et al., 2022). Alexithymia is
characterized by difficulty in identifying or describing emotions, difficulty in distinguishing
between emotions and physiological arousal associated with emotional activation (Safara, &
Salmabadi, 2021). It is associated with fewer close relationships (Pei et al., 2021), lower perceived
social support, and reduced self-compassion (Najafi et al., 2024). Alexithymia also shows a
significant association with social anxiety (Radetzki et al., 2021). Moradi et al. (2022) found that
alexithymia is related to social anxiety and plays a mediating role in the relationship between
BIS/BAS and social anxiety.

Overall, it seems that BIS, BAS, and alexithymia may offer a more comprehensive explanation
of social anxiety through their interactions. Examining these relationships among female students
is particularly important, as they frequently encounter interpersonal challenges and place high
value on social relationships, and deficiencies in these domains are associated with psychological
and functional consequences. Accordingly, the aim of the present study was to examine the
determining role of the behavioral inhibition and activation systems and alexithymia in social
anxiety.

Method
The statistical population consisted of female students studying at the Islamic Azad University,
Bojnourd Branch during the 2023-2024 academic year. Considering the number of research
variables and the statistical analysis method, the sample size was determined to be 250
participants. Sampling was conducted using a multi-stage cluster sampling method. First, three
faculties were selected; then, four academic fields from each faculty and one cohort from each
field were randomly chosen. The questionnaire was administered to the female students present
in the selected classes.

The inclusion criteria were not receiving pharmacological treatment for psychiatric disorders
and not receiving psychotherapy interventions in the six months prior to the study. The exclusion
criterion was failure to complete more than 10% of the questionnaire items. Finally, after
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eliminating incomplete questionnaires, data related to 228 people were analyzed. All
questionnaires were anonymous. Initially, Participants were informed about the research
objectives and confidentiality principles before data collection. The research instruments included
the Behavioral Inhibition System/Behavioral Activation System Questionnaire (BIS/BAS), the
Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS), and the Social Anxiety Scale (SAS)—all of which are
standardized and widely used measures in psychological research.

Results

The description of the sample in terms of demographic indicators showed that the mean age of
participants was 30.57 years with a standard deviation of 9.04, ranging from 18 to 58 years.
Among the students, 10.1% were enrolled in associate degree programs, 49.1% in bachelor’s
programs, 35.5% in master’s programs, and 5.3% in doctoral programs. Comparison based on
academic field also showed that 79.4% of students were studying in the educational sciences and
psychology, 11.4% in management, and 9.2% in engineering. Examination of regression
assumptions indicated that skewness and kurtosis values were within the acceptable range (-2 to
+2), confirming univariate normality. The Mahalanobis distance suggested that the multivariate
distribution was normal (P > 0.05). The Durbin-Watson statistic was equal to 1.68, indicating the
independence of errors. The tolerance index was 0.91, and the variance inflation was 1.09,
confirming the absence of multicollinearity. In the optimal model predicting social anxiety,
alexithymia and behavioral inhibition together explained 11% of the variance in the criterion
variable. Alexithymia (3 = 0.29) had a greater contribution to predicting social anxiety than
behavioral inhibition (§ = 0.26). Behavioral activation did not significantly predict social anxiety.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results showed that there is a positive relationship between behavioral inhibition and social
anxiety, whereas the relationship between behavioral activation and social anxiety is negative.
This finding is consistent with Kimbrel (2008). Kimberle argues individuals with higher
behavioral inhibition may be more sensitive to criticism or rejection, which may lead them to
avoid social situations. The behavioral inhibition system (BIS) appears to play a key role in
identifying threats, avoiding danger, and responding to negative stimuli. Overactivation of BIS is
associated with heightened anxiety, fear of negative evaluation, and avoidance in social situations.
In individuals with social anxiety, BIS tends to be more active, causing them to perceive social
stimuli (such as public speaking or interpersonal interactions) as threatening. This intensifies
avoidance behaviors and exacerbates social anxiety symptoms.

Furthermore, insufficient activation of the behavioral activation system (BAS) contributes to
reduced willingness to engage in social situations—even when those situations have the potential
to be rewarding (e.g., praise or positive connections). Low BAS activity may worsen social
withdrawal and isolation (Akbari et al., 2023; Rahimi et al., 2023).

Another finding was that behavioral activation did not significantly predict social anxiety.
Although BAS is associated with motivation for pursuing rewards, positive goals, and social
engagement—and its reduced activity is linked to diminished motivation and enjoyment—it



51| Babaei Neshat and Shakerinasab

appears that cultural factors may moderate its role. Correa et al. (2023) argued that in collectivist
cultures, the emphasis on social conformity heightens the influence of BIS on social anxiety,
whereas in individualistic cultures, low BAS (reduced social reward-seeking) may play a more
prominent role avoidance of social situations. Accordingly, in the current sample, behavioral
inhibition had a stronger predictive contribution to predicting students' social anxiety than
behavioral activation. While further research is required, these findings support the influence of
cultural factors.

The results also demonstrated that alexithymia is positively associated with and significantly
predicts social anxiety. This finding is consistent with Radetzki et al. (2021) and Moradi et al.
(2022). Radetzki et al. (2021) also showed that emotional alexithymia has both direct and indirect
relationships with social anxiety. Individuals with alexithymia often experience difficulties in
identifying, describing, and differentiating emotions. This deficit reduces their ability to interpret
their own emotional reactions or those of others in social interactions, contributing to
misunderstanding, fear of negative evaluation, and heightened social anxiety. Moreover, impaired
emotional regulation—common among individuals with alexithymia—Ilimits their ability to
manage negative affect (e.g., embarrassment, fear). When faced with social situations, such
individuals may feel overwhelmed and resort to avoidance, thereby reinforcing the anxiety cycle.
Overall, the findings indicated that behavioral inhibition and alexithymia are significant
predictors of social anxiety. However, the generalizability of these findings is limited due to the
study’s cultural and demographic context. Future research is recommended to examine the
mediating role of alexithymia in the relationship between behavioral inhibition/activation systems
and anxiety in broader samples.
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