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ABSTRACT

This study examines the impact of fear of social evaluation on distress, avoidance behaviors, and academic outcomes
among low-achieving medical students. We hypothesize that medical students who experience high levels of social
anxiety will demonstrate higher levels of academic distress and avoidance behaviors, which may negatively affect their
GPA. A cross-sectional study of 5,896 medical students from Saudi Arabia was conducted. Using the Social Phobia
Inventory (SPIN), we assessed the prevalence and severity of social anxiety and its relationship with GPA and academic
performance. Our findings reveal that approximately 51% of students exhibit social anxiety, with a significant association
between lower GPA and higher levels of anxiety. The results suggest that fear of social evaluation contributes to
academic distress, avoidance, and lower academic achievement, especially in students with lower GPAs.
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INTRODUCTION

Fear of social evaluation, often diagnosed as Social
Anxiety Disorder (SAD), is a pervasive psychological
challenge affecting a significant proportion of the
population. This disorder is characterized by an intense
fear of being scrutinized or judged in social situations,
leading to avoidance, distress, and significant
impairment in day-to-day functioning. For medical
students, who are frequently exposed to high-stress
academic environments, the impact of this disorder can
be particularly detrimental, affecting both their social
interactions and academic performance (Furmark et al.,
1999; Harrison et al., 2017).

In medical education, students must frequently engage
in tasks that expose them to social evaluation, such as
public speaking, clinical exams, and group discussions.
Those with social anxiety often struggle with these
essential academic tasks, leading to academic distress
and avoidance behaviors. The avoidance of situations
involving social evaluation, such as group work or oral
presentations, can limit students' ability to engage fully
with their academic training, ultimately influencing their
academic outcomes (Al-Hazmi et al., 2020; Furmark et
al., 1999).

Previous studies have demonstrated a significant
association between Social Anxiety and academic

underachievement across various student populations. In
particular, medical students, already exposed to the
demands of rigorous coursework and clinical training,
may experience heightened anxiety that negatively
impacts their GPA. Social anxiety, in these cases, may
lead to a vicious cycle: avoidance behaviours result in
missed opportunities for academic growth, which in turn
exacerbates anxiety and further academic decline
(Davidson et al., 1993; Stein & Stein, 2008).

Notably, low-achieving students are more susceptible to
these effects, as their lower GPAs may act as a
reinforcing factor for feelings of inadequacy and fear of
social evaluation. For instance, students who have
previously failed courses or exams may be particularly
vulnerable to social anxiety, fearing that their academic
struggles will be scrutinized by peers and professors
alike (Al-Johani et al., 2022; Al-Hazmi et al., 2020).

This study aims to explore the relationship between fear
of social evaluation and academic distress in medical
students, focusing specifically on how this fear leads to
avoidance behaviours and low GPAs among low-
achieving students. By examining the prevalence and
severity of social anxiety, along with its impact on GPA,
the study seeks to shed light on the psychological
challenges faced by medical students and propose
potential avenues for support and intervention.
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Background of the Study

Social Anxiety Disorder (SAD), previously known as
social phobia, is a mental health condition characterized
by an overwhelming fear of being judged or scrutinized
in social or performance situations. For medical
students, who are frequently exposed to situations
involving social evaluation (e.g., public speaking,
patient interactions, group work), this anxiety can have a
significant impact on both their psychological well-
being and academic performance. The intense fear of
negative evaluation can lead to academic distress,
avoidance of social or academic opportunities, and
ultimately lower performance outcomes, including lower
Grade Point Averages (GPAS).

Medical students are particularly vulnerable to SAD due
to the demanding nature of their studies and the high
levels of competition within medical programs. As
students are constantly evaluated through exams, clinical
interactions, and oral presentations, the pressure can
exacerbate feelings of inadequacy, leading to a cycle of
avoidance behaviors and poor academic performance.
Despite its potential impact on academic achievement,
little research has been conducted on the prevalence of
social anxiety among medical students in Saudi Arabia,
particularly concerning its relationship with GPA and
other academic challenges.

This study aims to fill this gap by investigating the
relationship between fear of social evaluation and
academic distress in medical students, specifically
focusing on how social anxiety contributes to avoidance
behaviors and low GPAs, particularly among those
students who are already struggling academically.

RESEARCH OBJECTIVE

The primary objective of this study is to examine the
prevalence of Social Anxiety Disorder (SAD) among
medical students and its association with academic
distress, avoidance behaviors, and GPA. Specifically, the
study aims to:

e Assess the prevalence and severity of social anxiety
among medical students in Saudi Arabia.

e Investigate the relationship between social anxiety
and academic performance, particularly focusing on
students with lower GPAs.

o |dentify sociodemographic factors (e.g., gender,
previous academic failures) that may influence the
severity of social anxiety among medical students.

e Explore the role of educational environment (e.g.,
Problem-Based Learning vs. traditional learning
methods) in the prevalence of social anxiety.

By achieving these objectives, the study aims to provide
a better understanding of the psychological challenges
medical students face and offer insights into how social
anxiety may hinder academic success, particularly for
low-achieving students.

RESEARCH QUESTION

The main research question guiding this study is

1. How does fear of social evaluation (Social Anxiety
Disorder) influence academic distress, avoidance
behaviors, and GPA among low-achieving medical
students?

The study also seeks to address the following sub-

guestions

2. What is the prevalence of social anxiety among
medical students in Saudi Arabia?

3. How does the severity of social anxiety correlate
with academic performance (specifically GPA)?

4. Are there any sociodemographic factors (e.g.,
gender, previous academic failures) that influence
the development of social anxiety in medical
students?

5. How does the educational environment (Problem-
Based Learning vs. traditional learning) affect
students' experiences of social anxiety?

Scope of the Study

The scope of this study is limited to medical students
enrolled in Saudi Arabian medical colleges. The study
will include both male and female students across
various academic years, from first-year students to
interns. The research will focus on students who
voluntarily participate in the study and provide informed
consent.

The study will assess
e Prevalence and severity of social anxiety using the
Social Phobia Inventory (SPIN).

e Academic performance as measured by students'
GPAs.

e Sociodemographic data including age, gender,
marital status, family income, and history of
academic failures.

e Educational environment based on whether students
are enrolled in colleges using Problem-Based
Learning (PBL) or traditional learning methods.

The study will not extend to other student populations or
include factors outside the scope of academic
performance and social anxiety (e.g., clinical outcomes
or long-term career impact).

LITERATURE REVIEW

Social Anxiety Disorder (SAD), also known as social
phobia, is one of the most prevalent anxiety disorders
worldwide. It is characterized by an intense fear of being
negatively evaluated or judged by others, particularly in
social or performance situations (Furmark et al., 1999).
In medical education, where students are frequently
exposed to scrutiny—through clinical exams, oral
presentations, and patient interactions—SAD can have
significant implications for both psychological well-
being and academic performance.
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Studies have shown that social anxiety can impair
academic achievement by leading to avoidance
behaviors, increased procrastination, and lower
participation in academic activities (Izgi¢ et al., 2004).
Students with SAD may also experience higher levels of
academic distress, which negatively impacts their ability
to cope with the demanding curriculum. In particular,
the performance-related anxiety in medical students can
result in decreased quality of learning, missed
opportunities for academic engagement, and ultimately,
lower GPAs (Stein & Stein, 2008; Al-Hazmi et al.,
2020).

Prevalence of Social Anxiety Disorder in Medical
Students

The prevalence of social anxiety among university
students varies globally, with several studies focusing on
the impact of SAD specifically in medical students. A
study by Al-Johani et al. (2022) found that nearly 51%
of medical students in Saudi Arabia exhibited some
degree of social anxiety, with severe cases observed in
12.42% of students. Similarly, research in other regions,
including the United States and Europe, has reported
varying prevalence rates, often higher than the general
population due to the nature of medical education
(Baldauf et al.,, 2014). This high prevalence is
concerning, as medical students are under significant
pressure to perform academically while also developing
communication skills and clinical competencies.

In a study conducted by Al-Hazmi et al. (2020) in Saudi
Avrabia, approximately 13.5% of medical students were
found to have severe social anxiety, a rate that mirrors
findings from global studies in countries like Germany
and Brazil (Baptista et al., 2012). The discrepancy in
these findings may be attributed to cultural and
educational factors, but it underscores the importance of
addressing SAD in medical students to prevent long-
term academic and psychological consequences.

Impact of Social Anxiety on Academic Performance
and GPA

Research has consistently shown that social anxiety
negatively impacts academic performance, particularly
in high-stakes environments like medical schools. A
study by Stein and Stein (2008) demonstrated that
students with social anxiety are more likely to
underperform in settings that require public speaking,
group work, and clinical presentations—all of which are
common in medical education. Furthermore, social
anxiety can exacerbate stress, leading to academic
burnout, which often manifests as poor academic
performance (Davidson et al., 1993).

The relationship between GPA and social anxiety has
been explored in several studies, revealing a clear
negative correlation. Al-Hazmi et al. (2020) found that
students with lower GPAs were more likely to
experience higher levels of social anxiety. This
relationship suggests that students with lower academic
performance may be more susceptible to feelings of

inadequacy and fear of judgment, which are central to
SAD. Moreover, students with low GPAs are often less
likely to engage in academic or social activities that
could help them improve their performance, leading to
further academic decline (Vilaplana-Pérez et al., 2021).

Sociodemographic Factors and Their Role in Social
Anxiety

Several sociodemographic factors have been identified
as contributing to the development and severity of social
anxiety among medical students. Gender, in particular,
plays a significant role in the prevalence of SAD, with
female students often experiencing higher levels of
anxiety than their male counterparts. Studies by Xu et al.
(2012) and Baptista et al. (2012) have shown that female
medical students are more prone to social anxiety, which
may be attributed to both biological and societal factors,
including gender roles and increased social pressure on
women.

In addition to gender, previous academic failure is
another critical factor linked to higher levels of social
anxiety. Medical students who have experienced
academic setbacks are more likely to develop a fear of
judgment and failure, exacerbating their social anxiety
symptoms (Al-Johani et al., 2022). Previous studies
have found that students with a history of failure or poor
academic performance tend to have lower self-esteem,
which increases their susceptibility to social anxiety,
particularly in academic settings (Elhadad et al., 2017).

Educational Environment and Its Influence on
Social Anxiety

The educational environment significantly affects the
development of social anxiety among medical students.
Studies have indicated that the teaching methods and
curriculum structure can either exacerbate or alleviate
symptoms of social anxiety. For example, medical
schools that use Problem-Based Learning (PBL) have
been found to reduce levels of anxiety in students
compared to traditional lecture-based learning
environments (Jones & Johnston, 2006).

PBL encourages active student participation, teamwork,
and communication, providing a more supportive
environment that can help reduce the fear of social
evaluation. In contrast, traditional teaching methods that
emphasize individual performance and written exams
may heighten anxiety, especially for students who
struggle with public speaking and group interactions.
The exposure to frequent social evaluation in a
traditional setting, without adequate support structures,
can amplify feelings of inadequacy and social anxiety
(Al-Omar et al., 2021; Jeon & Park, 2021).

Medical schools that do not implement PBL often have
higher rates of social isolation, as students may feel less
connected to their peers and instructors. This lack of
social support can contribute to the development of
SAD, as students are more likely to avoid academic
challenges and social interactions (Hakami et al., 2017).
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Interventions to Address Social Anxiety in Medical
Students

Given the detrimental effects of social anxiety on both
mental health and academic performance, it is crucial to
implement effective interventions to support students.
Studies have shown that cognitive-behavioral therapy
(CBT) is one of the most effective treatments for social
anxiety in university students, including those in
medical school (Furmark et al., 1999). CBT focuses on
identifying and challenging irrational fears, while
promoting healthier coping mechanisms and behaviors.
schools can offer mental health resources, including
counseling, stress management workshops, and peer
support programs, to address the psychological well-
being of students. Schools should also foster a more
inclusive and supportive learning environment that
encourages active engagement and collaboration among
students, reducing the emphasis on social evaluation and
competition.

Social anxiety is a prevalent and concerning issue
among medical students, with significant implications
for their academic success and mental well-being. The
fear of social evaluation often leads to distress,
avoidance behaviors, and poor academic performance,
particularly in low-achieving students. Given the high
rates of social anxiety and its association with lower
GPAs, it is critical that medical schools implement
preventive and interventional strategies to address this
issue. Mental health support, changes in curriculum
structure, and enhanced social support systems are
essential to fostering a more supportive and effective
learning environment for medical students.

METHODS

Study Design and Participants

This cross-sectional study was conducted to assess the
prevalence of Social Anxiety Disorder (SAD) and its
association with academic distress, avoidance behaviors,
and GPA among medical students. Participants were
recruited from various medical schools across Saudi
Arabia. The study included both male and female
students, ranging from first-year students to interns. The
sample was representative of students from both
governmental and private medical colleges.

A total of 5,896 students participated in the study,
representing approximately 5.8% of the target
population. The sample was selected through a non-
probability convenience sampling technique, with
invitations sent to medical students via email or phone.
Ethical approval was obtained from the Institutional
Review Board (IRB) at Imam Abdulrahman Bin Faisal
University.

Data Collection and Instruments

Data were collected using an online self-administered
questionnaire. The questionnaire was divided into two
sections:

Sociodemographic Information: This section included
questions about the students' age, gender, marital status,
academic year, previous academic performance (e.g.,
GPA, history of academic failure), and family income.

Social Anxiety Assessment: The Social Phobia
Inventory (SPIN) was used to assess the severity of
social anxiety symptoms. The SPIN is a validated self-
report tool that consists of 17 items. Each item is rated
on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (no anxiety)
to 4 (very much). The total score ranges from 0 to 68,
with a score greater than 20 indicating the presence of
social anxiety. Based on the total score, participants
were classified into four categories of severity: none (0—
20), mild (21-30), moderate (31-40), severe (41-50),
and very severe (51+). The SPIN tool has demonstrated
good reliability and validity across various populations
(Connor et al., 2000).

INCLUSION AND EXCLUSION CRITERIA

Inclusion criteria for participation were
e Saudi medical students currently enrolled in a
medical program in Saudi Arabia.

e Students who voluntarily agreed to participate in the
study.

Exclusion criteria were:
o Students not currently enrolled in a medical program.

e Students who declined to participate or did not
complete the questionnaire.

Statistical Analysis

Descriptive  statistics were used to summarize
sociodemographic data and SPIN scores. To examine the
relationship between social anxiety severity and GPA,
bivariate analyses were conducted using Chi-square tests
for categorical variables and T-tests for continuous
variables.

Logistic regression analysis was performed to assess the
odds of experiencing social anxiety based on
sociodemographic and academic factors. Both
unadjusted and adjusted odds ratios (ORs) with 95%
confidence intervals (Cls) were calculated. The factors
considered in the regression model included age, gender,
GPA, previous academic failures, and type of medical
school (governmental or private). Multivariable logistic
regression was used to adjust for potential confounders
and identify significant predictors of SAD.

Table 1 Overall characteristics of Saudi Medical
students (N =5896)

Characteristics N (%) 5896 (100)
Age (u, SD) Sex 22.43 (1.68)
Males 2646 (44.88)
Females 3250 (55.12)
Marital status
Single 5054 (85.72)
Married 637 (10.80)
Divorced 148 (02.51)
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Widowed 57 (0.97)
Total family income
< 10,000 SR 2091 (35.46)

10,000 - 20,000 2238 (37.96)
>20,000 1567 (26.58)
Year of study
Second year 1089 (18.47)
Third year 1027 (17.42)
Fourth year 1200 (20.35)
Fifth year 1063 (18.03)
Sixth year 819 (13.89)
Internship 698 (11.84)

Previously failed

No | 4431 (75.15)
Yes | 1465 (24.85)

Last known GPA

2564 (43.49)
1886 (31.99)
1158 (19.64)
253 (04.29)
35 (0.59)

O O|m >

Method of college teaching

Problem based learning

Non-Problem based or
Traditional learning

3882 (65.84)
2014 (34.16)

Type of college

Governmental | 4923 (83.50)
Private 973 (16.50)

Social Phobia Inventory score

None [2892 (49.05)
Mild {1192 (20.22)
Moderate |1080 (18.32)
Severe | 484 (08.21)
Very severe| 248 (04.21)

A p-value < 0.05 was considered statistically significant
for all analyses. All data were analyzed using Stata
version 15.0 software.

RESULTS

Demographic and Sociodemographic Characteristics
A total of 5,896 medical students participated in the
study, comprising 44.88% males and 55.12% females.
The mean age of the participants was 22.43 + 1.68 years.
Most of the students were single (85.72%), with the
remaining 14.28% being married, divorced, or widowed.
In terms of academic performance, the majority of
participants had a GPA of A (43.49%), while a small
number (0.59%) had a GPA of F. Approximately 24.85%
of students had previously failed a course or exam.

Percentago
30 40 50

20

10

m

Grade Poirt Average (GPA)

Levels of Socal Phobia

. None I s
I Voderare BN Severe
B Very severe

The students were from both governmental (83.50%)
and private (16.50%) medical colleges. The majority of
students (65.84%) were enrolled in medical schools that
implemented Problem-Based Learning (PBL) methods,
while the rest followed more traditional, non-PBL
curricula.

Prevalence and Severity of Social Anxiety Disorder
(SAD)

The results revealed that 51.0% of students exhibited
some level of social anxiety as measured by the Social
Phobia Inventory (SPIN). Specifically, 49.05% of
students did not have social anxiety (SPIN score < 20),
20.22% exhibited mild social anxiety, 18.32% had
moderate social anxiety, 8.21% showed severe social
anxiety, and 4.21% exhibited very severe social anxiety.

Table 1 summarizes the distribution of social anxiety
severity among the participants, showing that the
majority of students with severe and very severe anxiety
had lower GPAs, particularly those with GPAs in the D
and F ranges.

Association Between Social Anxiety and Academic
Performance (GPA)

A significant association was found between the severity
of social anxiety and GPA. Students with higher levels
of social anxiety, particularly those in the moderate,
severe, and very severe categories, tended to have lower
GPAs (Table 2).

Among students with a GPA of A or B, the prevalence of
social anxiety was lower, while students with a GPA of F
exhibited the highest levels of social anxiety, with a
significant proportion reporting severe or very severe
anxiety.

Figure 1 presents the five-level severity of social anxiety
across different GPA categories. It was evident that as
GPA decreased, the proportion of students with severe
and very severe social anxiety increased.
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Factors Associated with Social Anxiety Disorder
(SAD)

The bivariate

analysis revealed several factors

significantly associated with the presence of social
anxiety among medical students (Table 3). These factors
included:

Gender: Female students were found to have a
higher prevalence of social anxiety compared to
male students (p = 0.02).

Previous Academic Failure: Students who had
previously failed a course exhibited higher levels of
social anxiety (p < 0.001).

GPA: A lower GPA was strongly associated with
higher levels of social anxiety. The odds of having
social anxiety increased significantly for students
with GPAs of C, D, or F, compared to those with an
A (p for trend < 0.001).

Type of College: Students enrolled in private
colleges or colleges with non-PBL curricula had a
higher likelihood of experiencing social anxiety (p <
0.001).

MULTIVARIABLE LOGISTIC REGRESSION ANALYSIS

Characteristics Social Phobia Inventory P-value
Absent N (%) 2892 (49.05) Present N (%)
3004 (50.94)
Age (i, SD) 22.53 (1.63) 22.34 (1.72) <0.001
Sex 0.03
Males 1338 (50.57) 1308 (49.43)
Females 1554 (47.82) 1696 (52.18)
Marital status 0.02
Single 2487 (49.21) 2567 (50.79)
Married 325 (51.02) 312 (48.98)
Divorced 57 (38.51) 91 (61.49)
Widowed 23 (40.35) 34 (59.65)
Total family income 0.09
< 10,000 SR 1019 (48.73) 1072 (51.27)
10,000 - 20,000 1069 (47.77) 1169 (52.23)
>20,000 804 (51.31) 763 (48.69)
Year of study 0.11
Second year 499 (45.82) 590 (54.18)
Third year 491 (47.82) 536 (52.19)
Fourth year 606 (50.50) 594 (49.50)
Fifth year 537 (50.52) 526 (49.84)
Sixth year 420 (51.28) 399 (48.72)
Internship 339 (48.57) 359 (51.43)
Previously failed <0.001
No 2308 (52.09) 2123 (47.91)
Yes 584 (39.86) 881 (60.14)
Last known GPA? <0.001
A 1299 (50.66) 1265 (49.34)
B 990 (52.49) 896 (47.51)
C 503 (43.44) 655 (56.56)
D 93 (36.76) 160 (63.24)
F 07 (20.00) 28 (80.00)
Method of college teaching <0.001
Problem based learning 1979 (50.98) 1903 (49.02)
Non-Problem based or Traditional learning 913 (45.33) 1101 (54.67)
Type of college <0.001
Governmental 2486 (50.50) 2437 (49.50)
Private 406 (41.73) 567 (58.27)
4 P for trend value < 0.001
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After adjusting for potential confounders, the
multivariable logistic regression model revealed that
lower GPA, previous academic failure, and female
gender were significant predictors of social anxiety.
Specifically:

Lower GPA: Students with a GPA of C, D, or F had
significantly higher odds of experiencing social anxiety
compared to those with an A GPA (adjusted OR for F =
4.13, 95% Cl: 1.56-10.92).

Previous Academic Failure: Students who had
previously failed a course had higher odds of
experiencing social anxiety (adjusted OR = 1.46, 95%
Cl: 1.26-1.69).

Gender: Female students were more likely to
experience social anxiety compared to male students
(adjusted OR = 1.46, 95% CI: 1.26-1.69).

SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS

Prevalence: Approximately 51% of medical students
exhibited social anxiety, with 12.42% having moderate
to very severe symptoms.

GPA and Social Anxiety: Students with lower GPAs (C,
D, or F) were significantly more likely to experience
severe social anxiety, with the highest prevalence
observed among those with an F GPA.

Predictors of Social Anxiety: Significant predictors of
social anxiety included gender, previous academic

failure, and GPA, with female students and those with
lower GPAs being at higher risk.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study highlight the significant
prevalence of Social Anxiety Disorder (SAD) among
medical students in Saudi Arabia, with more than half of
the participants exhibiting some degree of social anxiety.
Importantly, the study found a strong association
between social anxiety severity and academic
performance, specifically GPA. Students with higher
levels of social anxiety, particularly those with lower
GPAs, were more likely to experience distress and
avoidance behaviors, which in turn, negatively impacted
their academic outcomes.

Prevalence and Severity of Social Anxiety Disorder
(SAD)

Our study demonstrated that 51% of the students
screened positive for social anxiety, with a notable
portion (12.42%) reporting severe to very severe
symptoms. These results are consistent with previous
research, which has shown that social anxiety is
prevalent among university students, particularly those
in high-pressure fields like medicine (Al-Hazmi et al.,
2020; Al-Johani et al., 2022). The high prevalence in our
sample highlights the need for universities, particularly
medical schools, to address the psychological well-being
of students more effectively.

Characteristics Unadjusted OR 95% CI Adjusted OR 95% CI
Age (4, SD) 0.93* 0.90-0.96 0.92* 0.89-0.96
Sex

Males Ref

Females 1.11 1.00-1.23 1.13* 1.01—-1.26
Previously failed

No Ref

Yes 1.64* 145-1.84 1.46* 1.26- 1.69
Last known GPA

A Ref

B 0.92 0.82-1.04 0.94 0.82-1.08
C 1.33* 1.16-1.53 1.21* 1.03-1.43
D 1.76* 1.35-2.30 1.62* 119-2.21
F 4.10* 1.78-9.43 4.13* 1.56-10.92
Method of college teaching

Problem based learning Ref

Non-Problem based or Traditional learning 1.24* 1.11-1.37 1.29* 1.15-1.46
Type of college

Governmental Ref

Private 1.42* 123-1.63 1.29* 1.09—1.52
“P<0.05

In line with previous studies, we found that social
anxiety was more common among female students,
which is consistent with findings from global studies on
anxiety disorders (Stein & Stein, 2008). Females often
report higher levels of anxiety than males, which could
be attributed to social, cultural, and biological factors
that may heighten vulnerability to anxiety disorders. In
our study, female students also exhibited a significantly

higher likelihood of experiencing severe or very severe
social anxiety compared to their male counterparts.

Social Anxiety and Academic Performance

One of the key findings of our study is the strong
association between social anxiety severity and
academic performance. The data showed that students
with lower GPAs, particularly those with GPAs of C, D,
or F, were significantly more likely to experience social
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anxiety, with higher levels of anxiety observed in
students with the lowest GPAs. This suggests that social
anxiety may contribute to academic underachievement
by increasing levels of distress and avoidance behaviors
that hinder academic engagement.

Students with lower GPAs may experience feelings of
inadequacy and fear of judgment, which are core
features of social anxiety. These feelings can be
compounded by the competitive nature of medical
education, where students are constantly exposed to
social evaluation through exams, clinical interactions,
and group work. As a result, students with lower
academic performance may avoid these situations to
cope with their anxiety, which leads to further academic
disengagement and a negative cycle of academic decline
(Davidson et al., 1993; Stein & Stein, 2008).

Our findings are consistent with studies that have shown
a negative relationship between SAD and academic
performance (Furmark et al., 1999). The presence of
social anxiety can lead to procrastination, avoidance of
academic tasks, and reduced participation in class
discussions or clinical activities, all of which can impede
learning and result in lower grades (lzgic et al., 2004).
This avoidance behavior is especially problematic for
medical students, who are required to engage in frequent
oral presentations, clinical exams, and other activities
that expose them to social evaluation.

Previous Academic Failure and Social Anxiety
Another significant finding from this study is the
association between previous academic failure and the
presence of social anxiety. Students who had previously
failed a course or exam were more likely to experience
social anxiety, which aligns with the concept of
academic distress—a key factor in the development of
social anxiety in high-achieving students (Furmark et al.,
1999; Stein & Stein, 2008). Previous academic failure
can heighten feelings of inadequacy, self-doubt, and fear
of judgment, which may trigger or exacerbate social
anxiety, especially when students are required to interact
with peers or faculty.

This finding underscores the importance of providing
mental health support to students who have experienced
academic failure. Targeted interventions that focus on
building self-esteem, providing coping strategies for
stress, and reducing the fear of judgment could help
mitigate the negative effects of previous academic
struggles on students’ psychological well-being and
academic success (Al-Hazmi et al., 2020).

Educational Environment and Teaching Methods

The type of educational environment was also found to
influence the prevalence of social anxiety. Students
enrolled in non-PBL (Problem-Based Learning)
curricula and private colleges reported higher levels of
social anxiety compared to their peers in governmental
medical colleges and PBL-based programs. This
suggests that the teaching method and the educational

environment play a role in shaping students’ experiences
of social evaluation and anxiety.

Problem-Based Learning (PBL) has been shown to
promote active learning, teamwork, and self-directed
learning, all of which may reduce the fear of social
evaluation by encouraging more frequent and supportive
interactions between students and faculty (Jones &
Johnston, 2006). In contrast, traditional teaching
methods may not provide the same level of interaction
and support, which could lead to higher levels of anxiety
among students, particularly those who feel isolated or
judged in academic settings (Al-Johani et al., 2022).

Implications for Intervention

The high prevalence of social anxiety among medical
students, particularly those with low GPAs, suggests a
need for targeted interventions. These interventions
could include:

e Counseling and mental health support, particularly
for students with lower GPAs or a history of
academic failure, to address social anxiety and its
impact on academic performance.

e Stress management programs that teach students
coping strategies to manage anxiety, particularly in
high-stress situations such as exams, presentations,
and clinical evaluations.

e Promoting peer support and group activities that
encourage collaboration, reduce isolation, and foster
a more supportive learning  environment.
Encouraging students to engage in small-group
discussions and practice presentations in a safe, non-
judgmental space could help reduce the fear of social
evaluation.

e Faculty training to recognize the signs of social
anxiety and provide support for students who may be
struggling with this issue.

This study highlights the significant role of social
anxiety in influencing academic performance among
medical students, particularly those with low GPAs. The
findings suggest that social anxiety contributes to
academic distress and avoidance behaviors, creating a
cycle of poor performance and increased psychological
burden. Addressing social anxiety through mental health
support, stress management programs, and changes to
the learning environment could help mitigate its impact
and improve academic outcomes for students at risk.

CONCLUSION

This study demonstrates a significant association
between Social Anxiety Disorder (SAD) and academic
performance among medical students, highlighting the
impact of fear of social evaluation on students' academic
success. We found that students with higher levels of
social anxiety, particularly those with lower GPAS, were
more likely to experience distress and avoidance
behaviors, which ultimately led to further academic
underachievement. Additionally, female students and
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those who had previously experienced academic failure
were at higher risk of developing severe social anxiety.

The findings suggest that social anxiety contributes to a
vicious cycle: avoidance of academic tasks due to fear of
judgment results in missed opportunities for learning,
leading to lower GPAs, which in turn exacerbates the
anxiety. This cycle is particularly pronounced in students
who are already struggling academically, creating a
barrier to their academic and personal development.

Given the high prevalence of social anxiety in our
sample, it is essential that medical schools implement
mental health support and intervention programs tailored
to students' needs. Providing counseling, stress
management resources, and creating a supportive
academic environment can help reduce the impact of
social anxiety, particularly among students with lower
academic performance.

Future research should focus on exploring the
longitudinal effects of social anxiety on students'
academic trajectories and their overall well-being.
Moreover, understanding how different teaching
methods, such as Problem-Based Learning (PBL),
influence social anxiety levels could inform educational
strategies that foster a more inclusive and supportive
learning environment. Addressing social anxiety in
medical students is not only critical for improving
academic performance but also for supporting their
mental health and well-being, which are essential for
their success as future healthcare professionals.
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