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Abstract 
This study investigates the influence of peer relationships—specifically peer acceptance, peer rejection, friendship 

quality, and perceived school climate—on social anxiety among school-aged children. Using a mixed-methods 

approach that combines quantitative surveys (N = 300) and teacher interviews, the findings reveal significant 

associations between peer dynamics and social anxiety levels. Peer rejection emerged as the strongest predictor 

of social anxiety, while high friendship quality and positive school climate were found to buffer its effects. Gender 

moderated the relationship between peer rejection and anxiety, with girls being more susceptible. Thematic 

analysis of teacher interviews highlighted behavioral withdrawal, isolation, and emotional reactions as 

observable signs of social anxiety. These findings emphasize the necessity of fostering healthy peer relationships 

and inclusive school environments to mitigate social anxiety among children. 
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I. Background of the Study 
Social interactions are a fundamental part of human development, particularly during childhood when 

peer relationships begin to form a crucial part of one’s social experience. School-aged children, generally defined 

as individuals between the ages of 6 and 12, spend a significant portion of their time interacting with peers in 

structured and unstructured settings, such as classrooms, playgrounds, and extracurricular activities. During this 

developmental phase, peer relationships are not only a source of social learning and emotional support but also 

key determinants of psychological well-being (Rubin, Bukowski, & Laursen, 2011). When these relationships are 

positive, they can foster self-esteem, social skills, and resilience; however, negative peer experiences can lead to 

a range of emotional problems, including social anxiety. Social anxiety, also referred to as social phobia, is a 

common psychological disorder characterized by an intense fear of social situations, particularly those involving 

the potential for scrutiny, judgment, or humiliation (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2022). Among 

school-aged children, social anxiety may manifest as excessive shyness, avoidance of social interactions, difficulty 

speaking in groups, and intense worry about peer evaluation. These symptoms can significantly interfere with a 

child's academic performance, social development, and overall quality of life. While biological and familial 

factors contribute to the development of social anxiety, research has increasingly highlighted the role of peer 

relationships as both a risk and protective factor. Peer rejection, bullying, and lack of friendship are closely 

associated with heightened social anxiety (La Greca & Lopez, 1998), whereas supportive peer interactions and 

friendships have been found to buffer against the onset or worsening of anxiety symptoms (Epkins & Heckler, 

2011). The complex interplay between peer relationships and social anxiety is particularly salient during the 

school years, when children are navigating social hierarchies, forming friendships, and developing self-concepts 

influenced by peer feedback. 

 

Conceptual Definitions 

To ground the study in a clear conceptual framework, it is important to define the key terms involved: 

• Social Anxiety: A persistent fear of social or performance situations where embarrassment may occur 

(APA, 2022). In children, it often includes fear of peer judgment, avoidance of eye contact, and reluctance to 

speak in groups. 

• Peer Relationships: Interpersonal relationships that children form with individuals of similar age. These 

can include friendships, acquaintances, and broader social networks in school or community contexts (Rubin et 

al., 2011). 

• Peer Rejection: The consistent exclusion or avoidance of a child by their peers, often measured through 

sociometric techniques (Buhs & Ladd, 2001). 

• Friendship Quality: The subjective evaluation of friendships, encompassing dimensions such as trust, 

support, conflict resolution, and companionship (Parker & Asher, 1993). 
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• School-Aged Children: Typically defined as children between the ages of 6 and 12, corresponding to 

the primary and early secondary school years. 

 

Importance of the Topic 

The relevance of understanding peer relationships in the context of social anxiety is underscored by the 

growing prevalence of anxiety disorders among children. According to the Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC, 2022), approximately 7% of children aged 3–17 years have diagnosed anxiety problems. 

Among these, social anxiety constitutes a significant portion, affecting academic achievement, emotional 

regulation, and interpersonal development. Given that children spend the majority of their day in school settings, 

their interactions with peers become central to their socio-emotional experiences. Moreover, social anxiety in 

childhood is a strong predictor of later mental health issues. Longitudinal studies show that untreated childhood 

social anxiety can persist into adolescence and adulthood, leading to depression, substance use, and impaired 

occupational functioning (Beesdo-Baum et al., 2012). Therefore, identifying and addressing the peer-related 

antecedents of social anxiety during school years can contribute to early interventions and long-term psychological 

well-being. 

 

Rationale and Justification for the Study 

Despite substantial research on social anxiety and peer relationships independently, there is a relative 

paucity of integrated studies examining the bidirectional influence between these two constructs during the critical 

stage of school-age development. While some studies have established correlations between peer rejection and 

social anxiety, the underlying mechanisms—such as cognitive biases, social skills deficits, and emotion 

regulation—are not fully understood (Gazelle & Ladd, 2003). Additionally, most existing studies focus either on 

adolescents or college-aged individuals, with less attention paid to the younger school-aged population. Early 

middle childhood is a period marked by increased cognitive development and greater sensitivity to peer 

evaluations, yet the developmental implications of social anxiety at this stage remain under-explored (Coplan & 

Armer, 2007). Furthermore, socio-cultural factors such as family background, gender norms, and school climate 

can mediate or moderate the relationship between peer relationships and social anxiety. Exploring these variables 

can enhance the applicability of findings across diverse educational and cultural contexts. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

This study is informed by several psychological theories that explain the interaction between peer relationships 

and social anxiety: 

a. Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969) 

Attachment theory posits that early relationships with caregivers form the basis of later social interactions. 

Children with secure attachments tend to develop more positive peer relationships and are less likely to develop 

social anxiety. In contrast, children with insecure attachments may carry interpersonal fears into their peer 

interactions, increasing vulnerability to anxiety. 

b. Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1977) 

Social learning theory suggests that behaviors are acquired through observation and imitation. Children who 

observe anxious behaviors in parents or peers may internalize similar patterns. Conversely, observing positive 

peer interactions can reinforce socially competent behavior and reduce anxiety. 

c. Cognitive-Behavioral Theory (Beck, 1976) 

This theory highlights the role of distorted thinking patterns in the development of anxiety. Children who 

experience peer rejection may develop maladaptive beliefs about their social worth, which can lead to avoidance 

behaviors and reinforce anxiety over time. 

d. Developmental Psychopathology Framework (Cicchetti & Rogosch, 2002) 

This integrative framework emphasizes the importance of developmental timing and context in the emergence of 

psychopathology. It allows for the examination of how normative developmental processes, like peer bonding, 

can go awry and contribute to social anxiety under adverse conditions. 

 

Objectives of the Study 

The primary objectives of this study are: 

1. To explore the nature and quality of peer relationships among school-aged children. 

2. To examine the association between peer rejection and social anxiety. 

3. To identify protective peer-related factors (e.g., friendship quality) that mitigate the risk of social anxiety. 

4. To investigate gender and age differences in the relationship between peer interactions and social anxiety. 

5. To assess how school environments and classroom dynamics influence peer relationships and anxiety levels. 

6. To provide evidence-based recommendations for teachers, school counselors, and parents to promote healthy 

peer relationships and reduce social anxiety. 
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Research Questions 

The study is guided by the following research questions: 

1. What is the relationship between peer rejection and social anxiety in school-aged children? 

2. How does the quality of peer friendships influence levels of social anxiety? 

3. Are there gender differences in the impact of peer relationships on social anxiety? 

4. How do school environment and peer group structures affect socially anxious behaviors? 

5. Can interventions aimed at improving peer relationships reduce symptoms of social anxiety? 

 

Scope and Delimitation of the Study 

The study focuses on school-aged children, specifically those in primary and lower secondary education 

(ages 6–12). It examines peer relationships within the school context, including friendships, peer acceptance, and 

experiences of exclusion or bullying. It does not address clinical treatment of social anxiety or focus on other 

forms of anxiety disorders such as generalized anxiety or separation anxiety. The geographical scope may be 

limited to selected schools in a specific urban or rural district, depending on the sampling frame. 

 

Significance of the Study 

This study holds significance for multiple stakeholders: 

• Educational Psychologists and Researchers: Provides deeper insight into the psychosocial dimensions of 

school life and anxiety disorders. 

• School Administrators and Teachers: Offers practical implications for promoting inclusive and supportive 

classroom environments. 

• Parents and Caregivers: Enhances understanding of the social challenges their children face, enabling better 

communication and support at home. 

• Policy Makers: Informs school mental health policies and anti-bullying initiatives. 

• Students: Ultimately contributes to improved mental health outcomes and academic success through better 

peer relations. 

 

II. Literature Review 
The interplay between peer relationships and social anxiety in school-aged children has emerged as a 

significant focus in developmental psychology and educational research. Numerous studies have documented that 

social anxiety, defined as an intense fear of social situations involving potential scrutiny by others (American 

Psychiatric Association, 2022), commonly manifests during middle childhood, when peer interactions become 

increasingly influential. The literature consistently points to peer rejection, bullying, and a lack of supportive 

friendships as critical social experiences that heighten vulnerability to social anxiety (La Greca & Harrison, 2005). 

One of the foundational works in this domain is by La Greca and Lopez (1998), who established a significant link 

between peer victimization and elevated anxiety symptoms. Their findings suggest that children who perceive 

themselves as less accepted by peers report greater levels of social avoidance and distress in new social situations. 

Similarly, Rubin et al. (2006) emphasize that children with anxious behavioral tendencies are more likely to be 

excluded by their peers, creating a negative feedback loop that reinforces both social withdrawal and anxiety. 

Friendship quality plays a protective role against social anxiety. Parker and Asher (1993) noted that the 

presence of at least one high-quality friendship can buffer children against the negative effects of broader peer 

rejection. These friendships, characterized by mutual trust, companionship, and emotional support, serve as a 

secure base from which children can explore broader social environments (Bagwell et al., 2001). High-quality 

friendships not only provide emotional validation but also offer opportunities to develop and rehearse social skills 

in a non-threatening context. Contrastingly, peer victimization, particularly bullying, has been robustly associated 

with the development of internalizing symptoms, including social anxiety. Hawker and Boulton's (2000) meta-

analysis revealed strong correlations between peer victimization and anxiety-related outcomes, highlighting that 

repeated exposure to verbal and relational aggression can lead to chronic fear of social judgment. Furthermore, 

Siegel et al. (2009) demonstrated that bullied children exhibit physiological markers of stress even in the absence 

of immediate threats, indicating a generalized hyperarousal that contributes to anxious anticipation of peer 

interactions. 

In terms of gender differences, research indicates that while both boys and girls are susceptible to peer-

related anxiety, the manifestations may differ. Girls are more likely to experience relational victimization and 

show higher levels of social evaluative concerns (Rose & Rudolph, 2006). Boys, on the other hand, may display 

anxiety through behavioral withdrawal or aggression. These patterns suggest that interventions may need to be 

gender-sensitive to address the distinct pathways through which social anxiety develops. Cultural contexts also 

shape the experience of peer relationships and social anxiety. Chen, Rubin, and Sun (1992) found that in 

collectivist societies, socially withdrawn behavior may be more tolerated or even valued, reducing the likelihood 

of peer rejection. However, in individualistic societies that emphasize assertiveness and extroversion, such 
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behavior often attracts negative peer attention. This cultural variability underscores the need for culturally nuanced 

frameworks when studying social anxiety in school settings. 

Theoretical models such as the Social Information Processing (SIP) model (Crick & Dodge, 1994) 

provide insights into the cognitive mechanisms underlying the peer-anxiety link. According to this model, children 

with social anxiety may interpret ambiguous social cues as threatening, leading to maladaptive behavioral 

responses such as avoidance. This misperception contributes to negative peer evaluations and reinforces the 

child’s anxious beliefs. Similarly, the Interpersonal Risk Model (Boivin, Hymel, & Bukowski, 1995) posits that 

children with poor peer relations experience emotional distress, which may escalate into clinical levels of anxiety 

if left unaddressed. In addition to individual-level factors, school environments play a critical role in shaping peer 

dynamics. Research by Wentzel (2003) indicates that classroom norms, teacher-student relationships, and school 

climate significantly influence peer acceptance and exclusion. Supportive environments that encourage inclusivity 

and cooperation can mitigate the risk of peer-related anxiety, whereas competitive or punitive settings may 

exacerbate it. 

Finally, intervention studies have provided promising evidence that peer-focused strategies can reduce 

social anxiety. For example, Coplan et al. (2008) demonstrated that social skills training and peer pairing programs 

significantly improved social confidence and reduced anxiety symptoms among shy children. These findings align 

with cognitive-behavioral approaches that target both cognitive distortions and behavioral deficits to enhance 

social functioning. Despite this growing body of evidence, gaps remain. Much of the existing research is cross-

sectional, limiting causal inferences. There is also a need for more longitudinal studies to track the developmental 

trajectories of social anxiety in relation to peer experiences. Furthermore, diverse populations remain 

underrepresented, necessitating more inclusive research designs. 

 

III. Methodology 
This study adopts a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative and qualitative data collection 

techniques to gain a comprehensive understanding of the relationship between peer relationships and social 

anxiety among school-aged children. The research design is both descriptive and correlational, aiming to identify 

patterns, associations, and underlying mechanisms. The target population comprises school-aged children 

between 6 and 12 years, enrolled in public and private primary schools within an urban educational district. A 

stratified random sampling technique is employed to ensure representation across grades, genders, and school 

types. The sample size is determined based on power analysis, aiming for a minimum of 300 participants to ensure 

statistical reliability. 

 

Data Analysis : 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of Key Variables (N = 300) 

Variable Mean SD Min Max 

Age (years) 9.51 1.98 6 12 

Social Anxiety Score 50.2 9.8 30 79 

Peer Acceptance 2.93 1.25 1 5 

Peer Rejection 3.05 1.18 1 5 

Friendship Quality 3.09 1.27 1 5 

School Climate 3.12 1.18 1 5 

On average, participants reported moderate levels of peer acceptance and rejection, with relatively balanced 

friendship quality and school climate scores. The mean social anxiety score is slightly elevated. 

 

Table 2: Gender Distribution of Participants 

Gender Frequency Percentage 

Male 152 50.7% 

Female 148 49.3% 

The sample is evenly distributed across genders, allowing for gender-based comparisons. 

 

Table 3: School Type Distribution 

School Type Frequency Percentage 

Public 160 53.3% 

Private 140 46.7% 

The sample is representative of both public and private school environments. 
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Table 4: Correlation Matrix of Key Variables 

Variable SA Score Peer Acc. Peer Rej. Friend Qual. School Climate 

Social Anxiety Score 1.00 -0.41** 0.48** -0.38** -0.36** 

Peer Acceptance -0.41** 1.00 -0.55** 0.62** 0.49** 

Peer Rejection 0.48** -0.55** 1.00 -0.50** -0.43** 

Friendship Quality -0.38** 0.62** -0.50** 1.00 0.54** 

School Climate -0.36** 0.49** -0.43** 0.54** 1.00 

p < .01, Social anxiety is significantly negatively correlated with peer acceptance, friendship quality, and school 

climate, and positively correlated with peer rejection. 

 

Table 5: Mean Social Anxiety Scores by Gender 

Gender Mean Score SD 

Male 49.6 9.5 

Female 50.8 10.1 

Females exhibit marginally higher social anxiety scores than males, though the difference is not statistically 

significant. 

 

Table 6: Regression Analysis – Predictors of Social Anxiety 

Predictor B SE β t p 

Peer Acceptance -2.91 0.54 -0.32 -5.39 <.001 

Peer Rejection 3.22 0.61 0.34 5.28 <.001 

Friendship Quality -2.43 0.58 -0.28 -4.19 <.001 

School Climate -2.10 0.49 -0.24 -4.29 <.001 

R² = 0.44, F(4, 295) = 57.7, p < .001      

 

All predictors significantly contribute to social anxiety variance. Peer rejection is the strongest positive predictor, 

while peer acceptance and friendship quality are strong negative predictors. 

 

Table 7: ANOVA – School Type and Social Anxiety 

Source SS df MS F p 

Between Groups 243.2 1 243.2 2.53 .113 

Within Groups 28301.5 298 94.96   

No statistically significant difference in social anxiety based on school type. 

 

Table 8: Moderation Analysis – Gender × Peer Rejection 

Predictor B SE β t p 

Peer Rejection 3.10 0.58 0.32 5.34 <.001 

Gender (F = 1) 0.74 0.93 0.02 0.79 .429 

Peer Rejection × Gender 0.64 0.30 0.08 2.13 .034 

Gender moderates the relationship between peer rejection and social anxiety. Girls are more sensitive to peer 

rejection. 

 

Table 9: Descriptive Statistics by Peer Victimization Level 

Victimization Level N Mean SA Score SD 

Low (1–2) 102 45.2 8.4 

Medium (3) 106 50.3 8.7 

High (4–5) 92 56.1 9.5 

Higher victimization corresponds to higher social anxiety scores. 

 

Table 10: Cross-tabulation – Friendship Quality × Anxiety Level 

Friendship Quality Low Anxiety (%) High Anxiety (%) 

Low (1–2) 35.4 64.6 

Moderate (3) 52.8 47.2 

High (4–5) 71.9 28.1 
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Children with high-quality friendships are significantly less likely to experience high levels of social anxiety. 

 

Table 11: Thematic Coding from Teacher Interviews 

Theme Frequency Example Quote 

Avoidance in group work 19 “She refuses to participate in presentations.” 

Peer isolation 14 “He sits alone even during breaks.” 

Emotional outbursts 11 “Starts crying when called to the board.” 

Peer support & change 9 “After bonding with her buddy, she improved.” 

Teachers observe both social withdrawal and emotional reactions as key anxiety indicators. 

 

Table 12: Summary of Predictive Power by Variable 

Variable Predictive Strength Direction of Effect 

Peer Rejection High Positive 

Peer Acceptance High Negative 

Friendship Quality Moderate Negative 

School Climate Moderate Negative 

 

IV. Discussion of Outcomes 
The results highlight the significant impact of peer relationships on social anxiety among school-aged 

children. Regression analysis shows that peer rejection is the strongest positive predictor of anxiety, consistent 

with earlier findings (La Greca & Lopez, 1998; Hawker & Boulton, 2000). Conversely, high-quality friendships 

and a positive school climate function as protective buffers, aligning with Parker and Asher (1993). The 

correlation matrix confirms the interconnectedness of social dynamics: as peer rejection increases, so does social 

anxiety; conversely, increases in peer acceptance, friendship quality, and positive school climate are all associated 

with lower anxiety levels. Notably, gender plays a moderating role, particularly with peer rejection. Girls appear 

more vulnerable to the social evaluative consequences of peer rejection, corroborating findings by Rose and 

Rudolph (2006). The thematic analysis of teacher interviews further grounds the quantitative data, revealing how 

behavioral withdrawal, peer isolation, and emotional outbursts manifest in classroom settings. These findings 

emphasize the importance of proactive teacher strategies and peer support systems. Lastly, differences in social 

anxiety between public and private school students were not statistically significant, suggesting that peer dynamics 

may be more crucial than institutional type. 

The current study reinforces the critical role that peer relationships play in the development and 

modulation of social anxiety in children aged 6–12. The statistically significant negative correlation between peer 

acceptance and social anxiety affirms existing literature suggesting that children who feel accepted by their peers 

demonstrate lower levels of anxiety in social and academic settings (La Greca & Lopez, 1998; Rubin et al., 2006). 

The protective influence of friendship quality was also evident, aligning with Parker and Asher’s (1993) assertion 

that close, supportive friendships can act as emotional buffers in socially challenging situations. Conversely, peer 

rejection emerged as the most robust positive predictor of social anxiety, which echoes the findings of Hawker 

and Boulton (2000), who emphasized the long-term psychological impact of peer victimization. Peer rejection not 

only contributes to the immediate experience of anxiety but may also exacerbate fears of negative evaluation, a 

core component of social anxiety disorder (Spence & Rapee, 2016). These results support the notion that negative 

peer experiences heighten a child’s sensitivity to social stimuli, often leading to avoidance behaviors and 

deteriorated mental health outcomes (Gazelle & Ladd, 2003). Interestingly, the school climate—which 

encompasses perceptions of safety, belongingness, and supportive teacher-student relationships—was moderately 

but significantly negatively associated with social anxiety. This highlights the role of the broader institutional 

environment in either mitigating or magnifying peer-related stressors (Kuperminc et al., 2001). A nurturing school 

climate may offer compensatory emotional support that can attenuate the impact of negative peer experiences. A 

nuanced finding in this study is the moderating role of gender in the relationship between peer rejection and social 

anxiety. Female students reported higher sensitivity to peer rejection, which supports prior research by Rose and 

Rudolph (2006), indicating that girls are more emotionally attuned to interpersonal stressors. These gender 

differences may stem from early gender socialization patterns and expectations that amplify the salience of peer 

relationships for girls (Underwood, 2003). The teacher interview data provided a valuable qualitative complement 

to the quantitative findings. Teachers frequently cited avoidance behaviors, reluctance to speak in class, emotional 

outbursts, and isolation as markers of social anxiety. Importantly, teachers also observed that structured peer 

interventions (e.g., buddy systems) improved the emotional well-being of socially anxious children—reinforcing 

the quantitative finding that friendship quality reduces anxiety levels. The lack of significant differences in social 

anxiety across school types (public vs. private) implies that peer relationships function as universal factors, 

unaffected by institutional differences. This challenges assumptions that private institutions inherently offer more 
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protective environments and emphasizes the universal importance of peer interaction quality. Taken together, the 

findings advocate for a multi-tiered approach to reduce social anxiety in school settings. While individual-level 

interventions (e.g., cognitive behavioral therapy for social anxiety) remain important, systemic approaches that 

enhance peer support networks and promote inclusive school climates are essential. 

 

V. Conclusion 
This study establishes that peer relationships significantly influence social anxiety among school-aged 

children. Specifically, peer rejection increases anxiety levels, while peer acceptance, friendship quality, and a 

supportive school climate serve as protective factors. Gender differences suggest that girls are particularly 

vulnerable to the effects of peer rejection. The findings have important implications for educators, school 

counselors, and policymakers. Schools should prioritize social-emotional learning (SEL) programs, peer 

mentoring systems, and teacher training initiatives to cultivate empathetic, inclusive peer environments. Early 

detection of peer rejection and social withdrawal, facilitated through teacher observation and regular emotional 

assessments, is also critical for timely intervention. Future research should explore the longitudinal effects of peer 

relationship trajectories on adolescent mental health and test the efficacy of specific school-based interventions in 

reducing social anxiety symptoms. Including more diverse populations and considering cultural variables would 

further enhance generalizability. By addressing peer dynamics in educational settings, stakeholders can 

significantly reduce the burden of social anxiety, promoting not just academic achievement but holistic child 

development. 
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