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Abstract

In this study, the relationship between social anxiety, coping style and loneliness amongst left-be-
hind children was investigated. The participants were 773 left-behind children recruited from 8
junior middle schools in rural areas of Zhejiang Province in China who completed the Social An-
xiety Scale for Children, Simplified Coping Style Questionnaire and Children’s Loneliness Scale.
Results show that there was a moderate correlation between social anxiety and loneliness, and
these variables had a significant negative relationship with positive coping style and a significant
positive relationship with negative coping style. Furthermore, the left-behind children’s social an-
xiety, coping style and loneliness were different within specific demographic groups, such as
gender, only child status and different type of parental work. Also negative coping style mod-
erated the association between loneliness and social anxiety, so that children who were more
likely to use negative coping strategies showed a stronger relationship between social anxiety and
loneliness. Finally, the left-behind children’s social anxiety not only directly predicted their lone-
liness, but also had an indirect effect mediated by their copying style.
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1. Introduction
According to the report from the All China Women’s Federation [1], there were more than 60,000,000 left-be-
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hind children in China, who were left by migrant workers who mainly come from remote areas in China espe-
cially villages to work in big cities for making more money to improve their living conditions. More and more
people pay attention to the education and psychological development of left-behind children among which the
problem of their mental health is seriously concerned [2] [3]. According to some researchers, the essence of left-
behind children’s psychological development problem is that the long period of parent-child separation results in
they can’t obtain the continuing care and higher quality parenting, which impacts their psychological develop-
ment seriously [4] [5]. Moreover, scholars have reported that left-behind children suffer more mental health
problems, in which loneliness was the most commonly suffered emotional experience compared with what non
left-behind children experience [3] [6].

Loneliness is most commonly defined as an unpleasant feeling arising when an individual perceives a defi-
ciency between the level of social contact one experiences versus desires [7]. There are two theoretical ap-
proaches to loneliness—the social need approach and cognitive processing approach [8]. According to the social
need theory [9], people have a psychological need to keep in contact with others, and if this contact is not met,
people will feel lonely. The theory also emphasizes the affect, or feeling, that loneliness is a response to a rela-
tional deficit that gives rise to a yearning for the insufficient relationship. This means that sometimes people
may experience loneliness without recognizing the true nature of their distress. On the other hand, scholars
within cognitive processing theory suggest that loneliness results from the person subjective perspective in that
it arises when one cognitively recognizes a discrepancy between what one wants or hopes for in one’s social re-
lationships. As such, cognitive processing theory focuses on how the lonely person perceives and evaluates their
social life [10]. Brage stated that loneliness is particularly notable in adolescence compared to other phases of
life [11]. Moreover, left-behind children in rural areas lack communication with their families, especially with
parents, which can lead them to having a low self-concept [12]. When they perceive their poor interpersonal re-
lationships and feel unsatisfied, loneliness is likely to be the outcome. In summary, it is agreed that the expe-
rience of loneliness is unpleasant and distressing; it results from a deficiency in one’s social relationships, and is
a subjective experience that can only be judged from the subjective perspective of individual.

Social contact is commonly cited as a significant factor determining loneliness in left-behind children in rural
areas, and social anxiety also affects loneliness to a large degree [13]. Social anxiety is defined as fears of social
situations or of negative evaluation from others [14], and reflected in behaviors such as low self-evaluation, be-
havior withdrawal and emotional indifference. Eric confirmed that fear of negative social evaluation, as well as
avoidance of common or new social situations, are both related to a variety of psychological symptoms [15].
The particular challenges faced by left-behind children often mean that they experience much more social an-
xiety than non left-behind children [16], which is understood to be related to social self-evaluation and loneli-
ness.

Coping style is the conscious, objective and flexible adjustment behavior of an individual to changes in the
social environment [17]. Coping style is one of the important mediating factors that is thought to explain the re-
lationship between individual and psychological stress [18]. Jane, Ireland & Carol have stated that coping style
is an important predictor to poor psychological health among adolescent offenders [19]. There has been much
work conducted on copying style in the western literature but rarely researchers apply their theory to examine
the left-behind children who lived and grow up under the special family context in rural China. Liao, et al. found
that the mental health of left-behind children is seriously worse than the norm, and the mental health of poor
children is significantly better than that of the ordinary, and poor children have higher mental resilience than the
ordinary group [20]. The mental resilience of poor children plays a role of readjustment and mediation, while the
mental resilience of ordinary children plays a role of partial mediation and such a partial mediation effect is
higher than that of the ordinary children. This indicates that different economic state of left-behind children may
select different coping style from based upon different mental resilience. The study found that for young offend-
ers, rational coping predicted a decrease in overall distress and was found across all symptoms. For juveniles,
although detached coping predicted a decrease in overall psychological distress, across symptoms it only pre-
dicted social dysfunction. Increased rational coping was also found to predict decreased depression for juveniles.
The study highlights differences between young and juvenile offenders regarding coping styles and how this re-
lates to psychological distress. According to Leary’s study, individuals with high levels of social anxiety will
feel anxious before and after social communication, and this anxiety will consequently affect individual taking
which kind of coping style [21]. Susan, Gerben, Jan, Gideon & Wim found that, coping styles were related to
most aspects of social adjustment [22]. The coping styles “seeking social support” and “confrontation” were
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important predictors for positive social adjustment; the coping style “depression” was a predictor for poor ad-
justment, viz. low social self-esteem and high social anxiety. This indicated that individuals with low social self-
esteem and high social anxiety mostly use a repressive coping style such as control one’s normal needs in their
social adjustment. Many studies, such as that reported by Chen, Ma, & Daihave found that students with differ-
ent levels of social anxiety are significantly different in their choice of the coping style [23]. In particular, stu-
dents with high levels of social anxiety are more likely to use passive ways to solve problems, and their mental
health generally poorer. It therefore appears likely that social anxiety will affect the choice of coping style, the-
reby affecting the loneliness and mental health.

The purpose of this study is to examine the relationship between social anxiety and loneliness among left-be-
hind children in rural areas, and also examine whether, and to what degree, social anxiety affects copying style.
It is hypothesized that 1) There will be a significant relationship between social anxiety, coping style and lone-
liness, 2) There will be a significant difference between different group of left-behind children among social an-
xiety, coping style and loneliness, 3) The social anxiety will predict the loneliness directly and the coping style
will play a moderating and mediating role in social anxiety and loneliness of left-behind children.

2. Method
2.1. Participants

The left-behind children in this study identified as follows: from 9 to 16 years old, both of whose parents or one
of them were moved to city for a work, the time of parents—child separation is at least 6 months. Seven hundred
and seventy-three left-behind children in 8 rural schools in Zhejiang Province of China volunteered to take part
in this study (mean age = 12.11 years, standard deviation = 1.01 years). Because all of the participants in re-
search were under the age of 18, we enhance the ethical considerations highly. The consent from their parents or
guardians as well as assent from the left-behind children themselves were obtained, the purpose and method of
this study were stated to them. In addition, they were assured that their responses would be confidential and that
their identities would not be revealed. In this sample, 392 were males and 381 were females; 166 were single
children and 607 were non single children; 541 had two parents away and 232 had one parent away; 180 were in
fifth grade, 213 were in sixth grade, 193 were in seventh grade and 187 were in eighth grade.

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Social Anxiety Scale for Children (SASC)

The SASC is developed by La Greca, Dandes, Wick & Stone [24], the Chinese version of SASC is present in
Rating Scale for Mental Health by Liu [25]. It’s a 10-item self-reported measure of social anxiety including two
factors: fearing negative evaluation and social avoidance and distress. Items are rated from strongly disagree (1)
to strongly agree (3). Its internal consistency was a coefficient alpha of 0.76. In this study, the two factors and
SASC alpha coefficient was 0.69, 0.72 and 0.75.

2.2.2. Children’s Loneliness Scale (CLS)

The CLS, developed by Asher, Hymel, & Renshaw [26], Ma adapted the CLS into Chinese, and published in the
Rating Scale for Mental Health [27]. The CLS want to assess the degree of loneliness and social dissatisfaction
of children, and to understand whether the students whom were not accepted by the children is more lonely or
not. It is 24-item self-reported measure of loneliness in children. Sixteen items measure loneliness, social ad-
justment and peer status. The participants rated the items on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (often).
Scores on the scale range from 16 to 80 with higher scores reflecting greater loneliness or social dissatisfaction.
Its internal consistency was a coefficient alpha of 0.90. For the present study, a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of
0.90 was obtained for the CLS.

2.2.3. Simplified Coping Style Questionnaire (SCSQ)

Coping style was assessed through the simplified coping style questionnaire, developed by Xie [28] on the basis
of both Chinese and foreign scales [29]. This 20-item questionnaire consists of two sub-scales reflecting coping
style—positive coping styles (e.g. talking with people, the annoyance) and negative coping style (e.g. trying to
forget the whole thing). Items are rated from never taking (0), to often taking (3). Scores are relatively counted
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on each sub-scale. Its internal consistency is 0.90. Two sub-scales and whole scale’s Cronbach’s alpha for this
study is 0.79, 0.78and 0.82.

2.3. Procedure

The 8 schools in the study were randomly determined from the rural primary and secondly schools in Zhejiang
Province, China. Self-report measures were administered to students in the classroom environment by researcher.
Participation was voluntary and prior to completing the measures, informed consent was obtained from all par-
ticipants. Students did not place their names on the measures and were assured of the confidentiality of their
responses. The students were encouraged to keep their answers confidential and not to talk with classmates
about their answers. It took about 20 minutes for students to complete the measures.

3. Results
3.1. Description of All Variables in the Study

Descriptive statistics and bivariate zero-order correlations for the measured variables are presented in Table 1.
The mean score of loneliness of left-behind children is high than that in the study Asher [26] significantly, and
the score of social anxiety is significantly high than the city norm observed by Li, Su, Jin, & The Chinese Col-
laboration of Children’s Anxiety Scale [30], but low than that of social phobia group. The score of negative
coping style is higher than that of positive coping style.

3.2. The Intercorrelations between All Variables in the Study

Two dimensions of social anxiety (Fearing negative evaluation and social avoidance and distress) are correlated
with loneliness; Social anxiety is correlated with positive coping style and negative coping style; coping style is
correlated with loneliness (Present in Table 2).

Table 1. Description and difference gender statistics of all variables in the study (n = 773).

e Mean . - Male (n = 392) Female (n = 381) Con,\}l%zrri]sg;‘ of
ean SD Mean SD
Fearing negative evaluation 5.23 2.36 5.22 2.49 5.24 221
Social avoidance and distress 2.68 1.72 2.58 1.64 2.78 1.78
Social anxiety 791 3.58 7.79 3.67 8.02 3.48 34.420°, —12.620°
Positive coping style 1.76 0.43 1.71 0.45 1.81 0.40
Negative coping style 1.28 0.49 1.30 0.50 1.26 0.49
Loneliness 33.61 10.99 33.99 11.53 33.21 10.42 2.802°

dCompare to Asher, Hymel, & Renshaw (1984), Community sample, Mean = 32.5, SD = 11.8, n = 506; bCompare to Li, Su, Jin, & Chinese Collabo-
ration of Children’s Anxiety Scale (2006), City sample, Mean = 3.48, SD = 3.47, n = 2019; “Compare to Li, Su, Jin, & Chinese Collaboration of
Children’s Anxiety Scale (2006), Social phobia sample, Mean = 9.53, SD = 5.15, n = 32.

Table 2. Intercorrelations and descriptive statistics of all variables in the study (n = 773).

Item 1 2 3 4 5)
1) Fearing negative evaluation 1
2) Social avoidance and distress 0.530™ 1
3) Social anxiety 0.913" 0.829™ 1
4) Positive coping style -0.052 -0.211" -0.136™ 1
5) Negative coping style 0.337" 0.290™ 0.361™ 0.016 1
6) Loneliness 0.407" 0.456™ 0.487" -0.382" 0.418™

Note: All correlations are significant at the 0.01 level, “p < 0.01.
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3.3. Group Differences on Social Anxiety, Coping Style and Loneliness in Left-Behind
Children

The results of t-test and F-test found that, female students take more positive coping style than male students;
low grade students have higher social anxiety than high grad students; non-single-child students have higher so-
cial anxiety than single-child students; two-parents-out left-behind children have higher social avoidance and
distress than one-parent-out left-behind children (Presented in Table 3).

3.4. The Moderating Effect of Left-Behind Children’s Coping Style on the Relationship
between Social Anxiety and Loneliness

This study explored whether coping styles of left-behind children influences the degree to which social anxiety
impact loneliness, in other words to establish whether coping style plays a moderating role in the relationship
between social anxiety and loneliness (Figure 1).

According to the procedure described by Baron& Kenny [31], the following steps were taken to test for mod-
eration: 1) The social anxiety and coping style variables were centered, 2) an interact terms reflecting “Social
anxiety x Coping style” was created, 3) A regression analysis was conducted with loneliness as the dependent
variable. In the process of hierarchal regression analysis, the main effect items of (Social anxiety and Coping
style) were entered in the first block, the interaction terms was enbetered in the second block, allowing estima-
tion of whether the, moderating effect is significant or not by examing the increase in prediction of the depen-
dent variable effect (AR? provided by addition of the interaction item to the model. The results presented in
Table 4.

Table 3. Group differences among social anxiety, coping style and loneliness in left-behind children (n = 773).

Item Sex (t) Grade (F) Single child (t) Type of parent out (t)
1) Fearing negative evaluation -0.145 21.099 -3.178" -1.162
2) Social avoidance and distress -1.667 26.132" -4.152" -2.326"
3) Social anxiety -0.895 29.841" -4.096™ -1.882
4) Positive coping style -3.189" 13.587" -2.238" 3.413"
5) Negative coping style 1.165 18.340™ -1.063 3.325"
6) Loneliness 0.986 58.605™ -2.930™ 0.436

Note: “p < 0.05.

Table 4. Mediate effect test of coping style between social anxiety and loneliness.

Process Dependent variable p t AR? AF
1 Social anxiety -1.691 -7.146™ 0.228 211.382"
Positive coping style -0.342 -11.218" 0.104 110.743™
2 Social anxiety x Positive coping style 1.269 5.353™ 0.026 28.659"
1 Social anxiety 0.047 0.314 0.228 211.382"
Negative coping style 0.256 7.618" 0.061 61.565™
2 Social anxiety x Negative coping style —0.447 -2.998™ 0.009 8.986"

Positive coping style

Social anxiety Loneliness

A 4

ﬂk

Negative coping style

Figure 1. The mediate effect between social anxiety and loneliness.
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Results show that in the hierarchal regression analysis the regression coefficient of social anxiety, positive
coping style and negative coping style are all in significant, and the increase in prediction associated with the
interaction term was also significant. This means that positive coping style and negative coping style signifi-
cantly moderate association between social anxiety and loneliness.

In order to describe the moderation effect, we crated groups reflecting the lowest 27% and highest 27% of so-
cial anxiety score in the sample to reflect low anxiety and high anxiety groups, and then split the low 27%, mid-
dle 46% and top 27% of the score of positive coping style and negative coping style as low, middle and high
coping style group, then created figures describing the moderating effect (Figure 2 and Figure 3).

The two diagram show the moderating effect clearly, which is that when left-behind children take use high
levels of positive coping, the association between loneliness and anxiety is small, but it will become larger
among those who use low levels of positive coping. When left-behind children take use low and middle levels of
negative coping style, the association between loneliness and anxiety is small, but it will become larger among
those who use high levels of negative coping.

3.5. Path Analysis of Social Anxiety, Coping Style and Loneliness among Left-Behind
Children

In order to test the coping style as an intervening variable between social anxiety and loneliness among left-be-
hind children, the fit indices of structural equation model satisfied the requirements and the model fit well. Fit
indices: y* = 3.997, df = 1, ,*/df = 3.997, p = 0.046, RMSEA = 0.062, GFI = 0.998, AGFI = 0.969, NFI = 0.995,
CF1 =0.996, IFI = 0.996. The following model showed that fearing negative evaluation directly predicted lone-
liness (4 = 0.18) and through an intervening variable (negative coping style) the undirected predicting amount
was 0.08, therefore the total predicting amount was 0.26; social avoidance and distress predicted loneliness (5 =
0.20), the undirected amount through negative coping style was 0.05, and the undirected amount through posi-
tive coping style was 0.07, therefore the total prediction amount was 0.32 (see Figure 4).

4. Discussion
4.1. Introduction to the Description of the Results

The level of loneliness in left-behind children is much higher than the observed in the study Asher [26] indicat-
ing that left-behind children feel more lonely than other children. This is because of the special background and
developmental environment of left-behind children, most of whom lack parent-child interactions over a long pe-
riod of time, probably resulting in difficulties in building a stable sense of attachment security. At the same time,
they may feel lonelier as a result of living in the relatively closed, poor family environment.

Left-behind children’s social anxiety scores were also significantly high than the city norm observed by Li, Su,
Jin, & The Chinese Collaboration of Children’s Anxiety Scale [30], at the same time low than that of social
phobia group. So, we can see that the social anxiety of left-behind children is higher than ordinary children, but
it not reach the level of social anxiety.

Meanwhile, the score of positive coping style is higher than negative coping style, suggesting that left-behind
children took more positive coping style than negative coping style.

4.2. Intercorrelations of All Variables in the Study

Correlation analysis showed that, among left-behind children, social anxiety is moderately related to loneliness,
which is consistent with Peplau, Miceli, & Morasch [10] and Murray, Robert, & Adam’s [14] studies of this re-
lationship. Mette, Maurice, & John pointed out that interpersonal stress was significantly correlated with mental
pain, somatic symptoms, while social networking can moderate the relationship between interpersonal stress and
psychological distress [32]. Individuals with high levels of social anxiety tend to expect negative evaluation by
others in interpersonal situations, and are therefore likely to interpret neutral evaluation as negative evaluation,
and consequently to worry about this [33]. In life, an individual’s loneliness is likely to affect their social beha-
vior. It is often difficult for individuals with high levels of loneliness to establish and maintain good interper-
sonal relationship, and they feel painful to unsatisfied such relationships [10]. Adolescents with high loneliness
often have more anxiety, anger, negative emotions, and fear of negative evaluation, are less optimistic, have
poorer social skills, and lower social support, positive mood, emotional stability, extraversion, agreeableness,
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Figure 2. The mediate effect of positive coping style.
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Figure 4. Structural equation model.

conscientiousness, shyness and social skills [34]. Left-behind children in rural areas are a vulnerable group, and
if they are lonely for a long time, there is a risk they will become socially maladjusted and have a poor sense of
belonging to their community.

In this study, positive coping style was negatively correlated with social anxiety and loneliness among left-
behind children, while negative coping style was positively correlated with these variables. Ray and Lindop be-
lieve that coping style is a kind of behavior used to solve or eliminate problems, and its purpose is to change the
environment or the negative emotional experience from environment through the individual’s efforts [35]. Eve-
ryone has different psychological coping mechanisms and will take certain coping style to ease the pressure
from the impact on their mood. Positive coping styles, like problem solving, help seeking, and rationalization,
will play an important role to ease the social anxiety and loneliness, while negative coping styles, like fantasy,
retreat and remorse, will easily make individual trapped in anxiety and loneliness. Left-behind children who
utilize positive coping styles will experience less anxiety and loneliness, whereas the opposite will result from
taking negative coping style.

4.3. Group Differences among Social Anxiety, Coping Style and Loneliness in Left-Behind
Children

The study showed that social anxiety among left-behind children increased significantly with grade increasing,
which is consistent with the studies of Wang, & Chen [16], and Chen, Ma, & Dai [23]. Low grade children tend
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to overestimate themselves, and their evaluation is often the subjective self-assessment. While with the increase
of age, children’s self-consciousness will strengthen gradually, and they will pay more attention to their words
and deeds and how others may evaluate themselves. This internal focus may cause anxiety. Parents are migrant
workers which impact their spiritual growth, especially social intercourse and interpersonal relationship. And the
degree of negative impact of both parents outing is higher than one parent outing. Therefore, parents’ parenting
has positive effect on children’s social interaction process. However, the social anxiety and loneliness scores of
non-single children were significantly higher than single children, which are contract to experience and has no
relevant evidence about this aspect.

There were significant differences in coping style among grades: the scores of high grade students were sig-
nificantly higher than those of low grade students. The result showed that, as age and education increased, left-
behind children would be more able to solve the problem. Left-behind children with both parents outing take
less positive coping style than one parent outing and negative coping style is just the opposite, which states that
if lack of family education, especially parents education, it is unfavorable for children to choose appropriate
coping styles.

4.4. The Analysis of Mediate Effect of Left-Behind Children’s Coping Style

In the study of Jinkwan, Ronald, Rapee, & Hye-Shin, social withdrawal of adolescent resulted in early adult-
hood will cause social maladjustment, and decreasing loneliness must need better social and emotional adjust-
ment ability [36]. However, coping style is closely related to social adjustment and the coping style or confront-
ing style for seeking social support is important predictors of positive social adjustment, and loneliness, as an
aspect of psychological symptoms, will easily produce through the individual’s choice of negative coping stylet
[22]. Hu, Liu, & Shenfound that the positive coping style had a significant negative correlation with psycholog-
ical symptoms among left-behind children [37].

If individuals often use or active in cognitive assimilation the positive coping style such as problem solve, ask
for help and rationalization etc., it will be great beneficial to moderate social anxiety, so as to dissolve the lone-
liness. It can be concluded that the positive coping style and the positive psychological trait can bring positive
effect to left-behind children’s mental health. But, if someone take negative coping style more frequently, such
as fantasy, retreat or remorse, it would be easier to make him or her in a vicious cycle of anxiety and loneliness
and cannot extricate oneself. So, when the left-behind children appeared social anxiety, on different levels to
take positive or negative coping styles, it will be significant mediate effect on loneliness. And this tell the teach-
ers and parents that if anyone want to help reduce the loneliness of left-behind children, carry out rational edu-
cation of coping style is necessary and feasible.

4.5. Path Analysis of Social Anxiety, Coping Style and Loneliness among Left-Behind
Children

The results of constructing the equation model showed that, social anxiety (fearing of negative evaluation and
social avoidance and distress) of left-behind children have direct significant predictable effects on loneliness.
Children with high social anxiety often lack communication with others, and then cause loneliness and adjust-
ment confusion, and meanwhile may bring a series of psychological problems [23]. Stephen, Kelly, Karen, &
Kelly argues that in early adolescence, close friendship will effectively ease children’s social anxiety and lone-
liness and improve their social self-efficacy [38]. From the two points, social anxiety can predict loneliness.

Further study of the model, social anxiety of left-behind children affected loneliness through coping style.
Compared with positive coping style, social anxiety had more indirect prediction effect on loneliness through
negative coping style. This study confirmed that the negative coping style is one of the reasons of producing the
negative emotion and interpersonal problems. If left-behind children take the negative coping style to deal with
social communication problems, they will get deeper lonely experience. By contrast, if they take positive coping
style, loneliness caused by social anxiety will be eased. Satisfying social relations are essential to individual’s
mental health, so how to improve social relationships becomes the focus of society [39]. It is impossible for
negative coping style to establish satisfying social relations. Therefore, education should first teach left-behind
children stopping or reducing taking negative coping style, and then increase taking positive coping style to im-
prove interpersonal communication, interpersonal adaptability and satisfaction.

()



C.]. Liao et al

5. Conclusions

1) There was a moderate correlation between social anxiety and loneliness and they had a significant negative
relation with the positive coping style and a significant positive relation with negative coping style.

2) The left-behind children’s social anxiety, coping style and loneliness appear some difference within differ-
ent groups, such as gender, whether only one child or not and different type of parent’s work.

3) The left-behind children’s social anxiety has direct prediction effect on their loneliness and an indirect one
through copying style, the negative coping style accelerate their loneliness when facing social anxiety.
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