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Abstract
While emotional abuse has effects on social anxiety, little is known about mechanisms of this relationship, particularly in China.
To address this gap, this cross-sectional study estimated mediating roles of self-esteem and loneliness in the relationship between
emotional abuse and social anxiety in Chinese culture. 569 adolescents and pre-adolescents (aged between 10 and 15 years, M =
11.68, SD = 0.83; 50.62% boys) completed a series of questionnaires inquiring about emotional abuse, social anxiety, loneliness,
and self-esteem. Structural equation modeling was used to examine mediating roles of self-esteem and loneliness in the rela-
tionship between emotional abuse and social anxiety. The results revealed that emotional abuse was positively associated with
social anxiety and loneliness (r = .36, .29, respectively, p < .01), while it was negatively associated with self-esteem (r = − .22,
p < .01). Mediational models testing indirect effects through the bootstrapping method revealed that the total effect of emotional
abuse on social anxiety was positive and significant; this effect was mediated by self-esteem and loneliness. Findings suggest that
loneliness and self-esteem mediates the relationship between emotional abuse and social anxiety. Decreasing loneliness and
increasing self-esteem should be applied in interventions to reduce social anxiety of emotionally abused Chinese adolescents and
pre-adolescents.
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Child maltreatment, as a world public health issue, has been
discussed for several decades, while its international preva-
lence is still high. For example, estimates of child maltreat-
ment indicated that nearly a quarter of adults (22.6%) world-
wide suffered physical abuse as a child, and 36.3% experi-
enced emotional abuse (World Health Organization 2014).
Moreover, child maltreatment is a risk factor for maladapta-
tion, and a growing body of research has verified the relation-
ship between child maltreatment and internalizing problems
(Ackner 2013; Schulz et al. 2014; Suzuki et al. 2015). Some
studies have also revealed that emotional abuse is more likely
to increase the risk of internalizing problems (such as social
anxiety) than any other type of maltreatment (Bruce et al.
2012; Simon et al. 2009). However, the mechanisms linking
emotional abuse with social anxiety are still unclear. One

possible explanation may be self-experience (i.e., loneliness
and self-esteem), influenced by experiencing emotional abuse
(Arslan 2016; Brown et al. 2016). Although associations be-
tween loneliness, self-esteem, and social anxiety also have
been verified by some studies (Abdollahi and Talib 2016;
Cavanaugh and Buehler 2015; Iancua et al. 2015), few re-
searches have explored the roles of loneliness and self-
esteem in the relationship between emotional abuse and social
anxiety among Chinese adolescents.

Based on developmental psychopathology perspectives
and attachment theory, negative experiences in parent–child
relationships may be risk factors for later maladaptation (Kim
and Cicchetti 2004; Lim et al. 2016). Individuals who exposed
to negative parent–child relationships may internalize these
negative experiences into their perceptions of the self and
others (Kim and Cicchetti 2004; Sroufe et al. 1999); further-
more, these distorted perceptions may lead to later maladap-
tation, including internalizing and externalizing problems
(Babore et al. 2017; Lim et al. 2016). Similarly, emotional
abuse, as one type of negative experiences in parent–child
relationships, may lead to the individual having biased per-
ceptions of self and interpersonal relationships (Riggs 2010).
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Guided by developmental psychopathology perspectives and
attachment theory, we aim to explore the relationship between
emotional abuse and social anxiety, and estimate the mediat-
ing roles of loneliness and self-esteem in this relationship
among Chinese adolescents.

Emotional Abuse and Social Anxiety

Emotional abuse may be a serious public health issue in China
for its high prevalence and risk outcomes. China is more con-
servative than Western countries, and Chinese parents’ emo-
tional expression may be influenced by Chinese traditional
culture (Chen et al. 2015). And emotional expression may
influence on parent–child relationship, whichmay lead to high
prevalence in China. The international prevalence of emotion-
al abuse may be 36.30% (Stoltenborgh et al. 2012), while it
may be higher in China. For example, a study based on 1041
Chinese adolescents indicated that the prevalence of emotion-
al abuse was 51.40% (Suna et al. 2019). Moreover, emotional
abuse may be one of the most prevalent types of maltreatment
in China (Chen et al. 2017; Huang et al. 2006). In addition,
emotional abuse may be a risk factor for psychiatric disorders
or mental problems, such as social anxiety (Ackner 2013;
Calvete 2014; Jangam et al. 2015), which may influence on
an individual’s daily life.

Social anxiety, a high risk mental problem among adoles-
cents (rating from 27.2% to 42.0%; Li et al. 2015b; Pontillo
et al. 2017), may influence on an individual’s well-being and
daily life (Azad-marzabadi and Amiri 2017; Ciarma and
Mathew 2017; Li et al. 2017). Social anxiety for its high
incidence and serious outcomes has been discussed for several
decades, while the risk factors are still unclear. Based on de-
velopmental psychopathology perspectives and attachment
theory, early negative experiences or parenting may be risk
factors for social anxiety (Bruce et al. 2012). Brumariu and
Kerns (2008) suggested that individuals exposed to early neg-
ative experiences or parenting may have distorted internal
working models about self and others, which may lead to
social anxiety.

Moreover, emotional abuse, as one kind of early negative
experiences, may be more likely to associate with social anx-
iety (Bruce et al. 2012; Nanda et al. 2016; Simon et al. 2009).
Similarly, some studies indicated that emotional abuse was
positively associated with social anxiety in different samples,
including adolescents and adults (Bishop et al. 2014;
González-Díez et al. 2016; He et al. 2008). However, some
studies did not confirm these results (Binelli et al. 2012;
Hamilton et al. 2013). To address these inconsistent results,
we explored the relationship between emotional abuse and
social anxiety among Chinese adolescents. We hypothesize,
therefore, that emotional abuse may be associated with social
anxiety among Chinese adolescents and pre-adolescents.

Mediators of Self-Esteem and Loneliness

Since different self-construal patterns may influence the
ways of individuals’ think, perceive themselves, feel emo-
tions, and act (Matsumoto 1999), Chinese people may
have different perceptions of emotional abuse, as well as
effects of emotional abuse on self-esteem and loneliness.
Markus and Kitayama’s (1991) theory of self-construal
builds on dimensional interpretation of individualism
and collectivism, which suggests that people in individu-
alistic societies prefer to have higher independent self-
construals, whereas the opposite relationship is expected
in collectivist societies. Although the self-construal theory
relies on the unsupported assumption of cross-national
distinction in individualism and collectivism (Matsumoto
1999), it may also give us some ideas about cross-national
differences to understanding people’s behaviors. While
China has historically been categorized as a collectivist
society (Voronov and Singer 2002), some researchers re-
ported that China could not be considered a pure collec-
tivist society, or may be an exemplary synthesis of indi-
vidualist and collectivist values (Ho and Chiu 1994).
Therefore, self-esteem and loneliness in Chinese survivors
of emotional abuse may be different from individuals with
other self-construal patterns.

Self-esteem, a component of self, is individuals’ evaluation
of their worth as a person based on an assessment of the
qualities that make up the self-concept, which may be influ-
enced by early experiences (Shaffer and Kipp 2010).
Emotional abuse may have effects on self-esteem (Ma et al.
2011; Malik and Kaiser 2016). Individuals who were emo-
tionally abused as a child may feel less self-worth and more
hopelessness (Lamis et al. 2014), which may make them have
biased evaluations towards themselves. Moreover, Malik and
Kaiser (2016) suggested that survivors of emotional abuse
may have a propensity to internalize parental statement as part
of their own evaluation.

Meanwhile, exposed to emotional abuse may influence on
the individual’s self-esteem, and the impaired self-esteemmay
be associated with later maladaptation, such as social anxiety.
Some studies demonstrated that self-esteem was associated
with social anxiety (Ma et al. 2014; Nordstrom et al. 2014).
For example, Abdollahi and Talib (2016) reported that low
self-esteem predicted high social anxiety among 520 college
students. Moreover, self-esteem may be a mediator in the re-
lationship between child maltreatment and later maladaptation
(Jua and Lee 2018). For instance, Arslan (2016) suggested
that self-esteem mediated the relationship between emotional
abuse and emotional problems.

In addition, emotional abuse may be not only associat-
ed with self-esteem, but also be associated with loneli-
ness. Loneliness is an enduring condition of emotional
distress that arises when being estranged from,

498 J Fam Viol (2020) 35:497–507



misunderstood, or rejected by others (Rook 1984).
Previous studies have indicated that child maltreatment
may be a risk factor for loneliness (Appleyard et al.
2010); most studies focused on the relationship between
sexual abuse and loneliness (Gobson and Hartshorne
1996; Rew 2002). Emotional abuse, as one kind of child
maltreatment, may be associated with loneliness.
Survivors of emotional abuse may be influenced by neg-
ative experiences of parent–child interactions, and they
may have distorted understanding about interpersonal re-
lationships, including mistrust towards others (Liu et al.
2018a); these distorted understanding about interpersonal
relationships may make individuals feel more social iso-
lation and loneliness (Akdoğan 2017).

Meanwhile, loneliness may be associated with social anx-
iety among adolescents and adults (Cavanaugh and Buehler
2015). Individuals who feel more loneliness may be in fear of
closing to others and get less support from others, which make
them feel more anxiety (Cavanaugh and Buehler 2015). For
example, a study based on 1070 adults reported that early
loneliness predicted later social anxiety (Lim et al. 2016). In
addition, some studies have indicated that loneliness mediated
the relationship between childhood trauma and later negative
outcomes (Appleyard et al. 2010). For instance, Shevlin et al.
(2014) suggested that loneliness mediated the relationship be-
tween childhood trauma and adult psychopathology.

Although some studies have revealed some mediators in
the relationship between emotional abuse and social anxiety
(e.g. resilience; Liang et al. 2019), few studies explored the
mediating roles of self-esteem and loneliness in this relation-
ship. Moreover, the direction of pathway between self-esteem
and loneliness is unclear (Yıldız and Karadaş 2017; Zhao et al.
2017). We hypothesize, thus, that self-esteem and loneliness
may mediate the relationship between emotional abuse and
social anxiety.

The Current Study

Although associations among emotional abuse, social anxiety,
self-esteem and loneliness have been explored bivariately by
extensive studies, the mechanisms of emotional abuse and
social anxiety are still unclear. The aims of the present study
are to (a) investigate the relationship between emotional abuse
and social anxiety, and (b) explore the mediating roles of self-
esteem and loneliness in the relationship between emotional
abuse and social anxiety among Chinese adolescents and pre-
adolescents. We hypothesize that emotional abuse is positive-
ly associated with social anxiety among Chinese adolescents
and pre-adolescents. Moreover, self-esteem and loneliness
play the mediating roles in the relationship between emotional
abuse and social anxiety.

Method

Participants

580 participants of this study were recruited from two primary
schools in Southeast China from April, 2015 to May, 2015,
which were used to explored the mechanisms linking emo-
tional abuse with social anxiety among adolescents and pre-
adolescents. 11 (1.9%) of the questionnaires had missing data
(more than 15%; Davey and Savla 2010), which were re-
moved from the statistical analyses. Of 569 participants,
49.4% of them were girls (n = 281); the mean age was
11.68 years (SD = 0.83), with a range from 10 to 15 years.
25.8% of them (n = 147) were the only child in the family.
Moreover, participants came from families with different in-
comes (Table 1).

Procedures

Firstly, the authors presented the aims and questionnaires to
the headmasters of the two primary schools, and obtained
permissions after discussing some details. Secondly, partici-
pants were randomly recruited from nine classes for each pri-
mary school. Thirdly, participants, teachers and caregivers
were acknowledged about the research before data collection
process. Fourthly, participants were presented with an in-
formed consent attached at the beginning of the measure
booklets, which informed them about the purposes of the
study and ensured that their answers would only be used anon-
ymously for research purposes. Lastly, participants completed
questionnaires in their classrooms within 30 min, and they
received a small gift worth ¥5 ($0.75). The study was ap-
proved by the ethics committee of the authors’ institution,
and procedures of the present study were safety for
participants.

Measures

Childhood Trauma Questionnaire–Short Form (CTQ-SF).
The CTQ–SF (Bernstein and Fink 1998; Bernstein et al.
2003) is a self-report screening tool which used to measure
childhood abuse and neglect. The Chinese adaption of CTQ-
SF was developed by Zhao et al. (2005) and this adaption has
been deemed valid and reliable among adolescents (Li et al.
2016) and young adults (Tian et al. 2017). It has 5 subscales to
assess 5 different types of child abuse and neglect, such as
physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional abuse, physical ne-
glect, and emotional neglect. Each subscale is composed of 5
items, with a total of 28 items including a minimization-denial
subscale of 3 items. Responses to items are via 5-point Likert
scale (from 1 = never to 5 = always), and high average score
indicate high childhood maltreatment. The Chinese version of
childhood emotional abuse (EA) subscale was only
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administered in the present study. The Cronbach’s alpha of it
was .75 and the data were consistent with the original ques-
tionnaire’s constructs (RMSEA = .081, CFI = .952,
TLI = .904) in the present study.

Social Anxiety Scale for Children (SASC). The SASC (La
Greca et al. 1988) is a self-report measure to access social
anxiety for children; 10 items belong to two factors: one is
fear of negative evaluation (FNE), the other is social avoid-
ance and distress (SAD). Internal consistency approach, an
item parceling strategy, was used to ensure better model fit
(Landis et al. 2000) when the questionnaire has confirmatory
dimensionalities with making all items from the same dimen-
sionality into one parcel (Kishton and Widaman 1994; Little
et al. 2002). Thus, FNE and SAD were presented in SEM
model according to item parceling. The Chinese adaption of
SASC was developed by Ma (1993) and it has been deemed
valid and reliable among children and adolescents (Bu et al.
2017). Responses to items are via 3-point Likert scale (from
0 = never to 2 = always), and high average scores indicate
high social anxiety. The Chinese version of SASC was ad-
ministered in the present study. The Cronbach alpha of it
was .73, and data were consistent with the original question-
naire’s constructs (RMSEA = .055, CFI = .928, TLI = .905)
in the present study.

Children’s Loneliness Scale (CLS). The CLS is a 16-item
self-report scale which used to access the loneliness for chil-
dren; 10 items for loneliness and 6 items for other things. It
was developed by Asher et al. (1984), and the Chinese adap-
tion of CLS was developed by Wang et al. (1999). Responses
to items are via 5-point Likert scale (from 1 = never to 5 =
always); high average scores indicate high loneliness. The
Chinese version of CLSwas administered in the present study,
and it has been deemed valid and reliable among children and
adolescents (Liu et al. 2018b) and the Cronbach alpha of it
was .82 in the present study. The constructs of data in the
present study were consistent with original questionnaire
(RMSEA = .080, CFI = .782, TLI = .749). According to item
parceling (Landis et al. 2000), the scale was to broken into 4
parts, loneliness 1 (LO1), loneliness 2 (LO2), loneliness 3
(LO3) and loneliness 4 (LO4).

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (SES). The SES is a self-
report questionnaire used to collect data of self-esteem. It
was developed by Rosenberg (1965) with 10 items.
Participants were asked to rate each item on a 4-point Likert
scale (from 1 = very conformity to 4 = very inconformity).
Ratings were averaged to form a total score; high scores indi-
cate high self-esteem (SE). And the Chinese version of SES
was used in the present study and it has been deemed valid and
reliable among children, adolescents and adults (Liu et al.
2018a; Ma et al. 2014). The Cronbach’s alpha of this scale is
.83 in China (Dai 2010), and it was .73 in the present study.
Moreover, the constructs of data in the present study were
consistent with original questionnaire (RMSEA = .086,
CFI = .852, TLI = .803). Similarly, SES is a unidimensional
scale, so item parceling strategy was used in SE to ensure
better model fit in construct models (Wu and Wen 2011).

Data Analysis

Before the data analysis, normality, missing values, and out-
liers were examined and the questionnaires with missing data
were excluded. Descriptive analyses included all variables of
interest for the total sample. A Pearson correlation analysis
was used to examine the relationship between all variables
using SPSS 21. All tests were two-tailed for significance,
and significance (p value) was set at .05.

To further explore the relationship between emotional
abuse and social anxiety, structural equation models (SEMs)
were constructed by using AMOS 22. At first, confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA) was used to test whether measurement
models were acceptable fits to the sample data or not. And
then SEMs were performed with maximum likelihood estima-
tion which require continuous data and multivariate normality,
and the data collected by Likert scale could regard as that kind
of data (Bian et al. 2007). The goodness of model fit was
assessed using Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
(RMSEA). Fit indexes were the Comparative Fit Index
(CFI), and Tucker Lewis Index (TLI). Moreover, the cutoff
value close to .95 for CFI, TLI, and cut-off value close to .08
for RMSEA indicate a good fit (Hu and Bentler 1999).

Table 1 Characteristics of the
Sample (N = 569) Variables Mean (Number) SD (Frequency)

Age 11.68 .83

Gender Girl 281 49.4

Boy 288 50.6

Only child 147 25.8

Monthly family income < $ 146.37 42 7.4

$146.52 ~ $439.12 178 31.3

$439.26 ~ $731.86 199 35.0

> $731.86 150 26.3
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Moreover, Bias-corrected bootstrap was conducted (1000
samples) to test the mediating effect (Fang and Zhang 2012;
Shrout and Bolger 2002). Both direct and indirect effects of
emotional abuse on social anxiety were estimated, which gener-
ated percentile based on confidence intervals (CI). In addition,
age, gender, and family income were controlled in SEMs with
regard them as some other influenced variables to social anxiety.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Results of descriptive statistics and correlation analysis are
presented in Table 2. As indicated, emotional abuse was pos-
itively associated with social anxiety (r = .36, p < .01), as well
as loneliness (r = .29, p < .01), i. e., individuals who obtained
high scores of emotional abuse had high levels of social anx-
iety and loneliness. Emotional abuse was negative associated
with self-esteem (r = − .22, p < .01), which suggested that in-
dividuals who scored higher on emotional abuse had lower
level of self-esteem.

Measurement Model

The measurement model of each questionnaire was first tested
in the current study, and the measurement models appeared to
fit the data. Childhood Trauma Questionnaire–Short Form:
RMSEA = .081, CFI = .952, TLI = .904; Social Anxiety
Scale for Children: RMSEA = .055, CFI = .928, TLI = .905;
Children’s Loneliness Scale: RMSEA = .080, CFI = .782,
TLI = .749; Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale: RMSEA = .086,
CFI = .852, TLI = .803.

The Relationship Between Emotional Abuse
and Social Anxiety

SEM was used to measure direct relationship between emo-
tional abuse and social anxiety. Results of SEM indicated that
emotional abuse was positively associated with social anxiety
(β = .53, SE = .12, p < .001), and emotional abuse accounted

for 28% of the variance in social anxiety directly (R2 = .28).
And the structural model provided a good fit to the data
(RMSEA = .064, CFI = .948, and TLI = .917).

Self-Esteem and Loneliness Mediated
the Relationship Between Emotional Abuse and Social
Anxiety

The CFA of all variables were done, and then SEMwas used to
investigate the hypothesized mediating effects of self-esteem
and loneliness on the positively association between emotional
abuse and social anxiety. Observe variables of fear of negative
evaluation and social avoidance and distress were presented in
final structural model, which had good model fits
(RMSEA= .052, CFI = .964, TLI = .947). In addition, gender,
age, and family income were controlled in the final structural
model. Two separated final structural models (model A and B)
were tested for there was uncertainty about the nature of the
relationship between loneliness and self-esteem in the literature.

In the final structural model A (Fig. 1), the pathway was
from self-esteem to loneliness. Emotional abuse was positive-
ly associated with loneliness (β = .25, 95% CI = [.129, .353],
p < .001), while it was negatively associated with self-esteem
(β = − .26, 95% CI = [−.361, −.174], p < .001). Loneliness
was positively associated with fear of negative evaluation
(β = .40, 95% CI = [.301, .497], p < .001), while self-esteem
was negatively associated with loneliness (β = − .41, 95%
CI = [−.502, −.300], p < .001). Emotional abuse was positive-
ly associated with fear of negative evaluation (β = .23, 95%
CI = [.133, .327], p < .001) via loneliness alone and combina-
tion of self-esteem and loneliness; results of Bias-corrected
method showed that 95% CI of indirect effects was [.076,
.181], and 95% CI of direct effect was [.122, .361]. Thus,
loneliness and self-esteem partially mediated the relationship
between emotional abuse and fear of negative evaluation
among Chinese adolescents and pre-adolescents.

Moreover, in the final structural model A (Fig. 1), self-
esteem was negatively associated with social avoidance and
distress (β = − .10, 95% CI = [−.199, .002], p < .01), and lone-
liness was positively associated with social avoidance and
distress (β = .24, 95% CI = [.130, .350], p < .001). SEM

Table 2 Means, Standard
Deviations, and Correlations
Between Study Variables

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1Emotional abuse 1.54 .41 –

2FNE 1.53 .41 .34** –

3SAD 1.52 .42 .25** .43** –

4Social anxiety 1.53 .35 .36** .90** .78** –

5Self-esteem 1.98 .59 - .22** −.30** −.27** −.34** –

6Loneliness 2.92 .45 .29** .33** .33** .47** −.43** –

**p < .01

J Fam Viol (2020) 35:497–507 501



results indicated that emotional abuse was indirectly associat-
edwith social avoidance and distress (β = .21, 95%CI = [.116,
.305], p < .001) via self-esteem and loneliness. And results of
Bias-corrected method showed that 95% CI of indirect effects
was [.104, .261], and 95% CI of direct effect was [.136, .354].
Thus, loneliness and self-esteem partially mediated the rela-
tionship between emotional abuse and social avoidance and
distress among Chinese adolescents and pre-adolescents.
Therefore, self-esteem and loneliness mediated the relation-
ship between emotional abuse and social anxiety.

Emotional abuse accounted for 7.0% of the variance in
self-esteem and 28% of the variance in loneliness. Together,
emotional abuse, self-esteem and loneliness accounted for
30% of the variance in fear of negative evaluation and 18%
of the variance in social avoidance and distress.

In the final structural model B (Fig. 2), the pathway was from
loneliness to self-esteem. And results of Bias-corrected method
were the same as model A. Moreover, emotional abuse
accounted for 23% of the variance in self-esteem and 13% of
the variance in loneliness. Together, emotional abuse, self-esteem
and loneliness accounted for 30% of the variance in fear of
negative evaluation and 18% of the variance in social avoidance
and distress. In addition, model with separated fear of negative
evaluation and social avoidance and distress components of so-
cial anxiety was also analyzed. But the model fits of it were not
very good (RMSEA= .053, CFI = .894, TLI = .875).

Since the data was not longitudinal, some alternative
models were tested in the current study. An alternative model
which social anxiety mediated the association between emo-
tional abuse and self-esteem, however, the model fits were not
good (RMSEA = .057, CFI = .804, TLI = .781). Results

indicated that emotional abuse was negatively associated with
self-esteem (β = −.05, 95% CI = [−.251, .187], p > .05); self-
esteem was negatively associated with fear of negative evalu-
ation (β = −.25, 95% CI = [−.409, −.084], p < .05), as well as
social avoidance and distress (β = −.26, 95% CI = [−.573,
.017], p < .05); emotional abuse was positively associated
with fear of negative evaluation (β = .52, 95% CI = [.386,
.647], p < .05), as well as social avoidance and distress
(β = .56, 95% CI = [.575, .416], p < .05). Moreover, another
alternative model, which social anxiety mediated the associa-
tion between emotional abuse and loneliness, was tested in the
current study. Results indicated that the model fits were not
good (RMSEA= .060, CFI = .751, TLI = .731).

Discussion

We verified the relationship between emotional abuse and
social anxiety among Chinese adolescents and pre-adoles-
cents, and explored the mediating roles of self-esteem and
loneliness in the relationship between emotional abuse and
social anxiety. These findings give evidences for the assump-
tions based on developmental psychopathology perspectives
that adverse childhood experiences may lead to individuals’
later maladaptation.

Results of present study were consistent with previous studies
indicating that emotional abuse were associated with self-esteem
and loneliness (Brown et al. 2016; Malik and Kaiser 2016), as
well as social anxiety (Bruce et al. 2012; Bu et al. 2017).
Emotional abuse may contribute to a sense of self as unworthy,
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resulting in lower self-evaluation. For example, a study of 150
youths indicated that child abuse negatively predicted self-es-
teem, suggesting that child abuse was a risk factor for the devel-
opment of self-esteem (Dang 2014). Moreover, a prospective
study with 1354 children suggested that child abuse significantly
predicted later loneliness (Appleyard et al. 2010). In addition,
some studies showed that emotional abuse was positively asso-
ciated with social anxiety (Iffland et al. 2012). Hamilton et al.’
(2013) cross-sectional study with 225 adolescents in which emo-
tional abuse predicted individuals’ social anxiety. These findings
support the assumptions of developmental psychopathology per-
spectives and attachment theory.

Moreover, the present study also found that self-esteem and
loneliness partially mediated relationships between emotional
abuse and social anxiety. These results showed that self-
esteem and loneliness were contributed to different outcomes
(Rosenberg and Rosenberg 1978), including internalizing
problems (i.e., social anxiety). Meanwhile, the result of the
mediating role of self-esteem was consistent with Arslan’s
(2016) cross-sectional study of adolescents, suggesting that
self-esteem play a role in the relationship between emotional
abuse and emotional problems. Gregera and colleagues
(Gregera et al. 2017) also confirmed the mediating role of
self-esteem between child maltreatment and psychopathology
among adolescents and early adults, suggesting that self-
esteem play a role in childhood maltreatment’s long-term ef-
fects on emotional problems. These findings indicated that
individuals with high levels of self-esteem may have more
positive evaluations of self, which may give them more self-
efficiency to overcome adversity, and partially break the path-
way from emotional abuse to social anxiety.

Meanwhile, loneliness as a mediator in the association be-
tween emotional abuse and social anxiety was confirmed in the
present study. These findings were consistent with previous
studies, suggested that loneliness was a mediator between child
maltreatment and negative outcomes, such as physical sub-
health (Li et al. 2015a), and aggression (Sun et al. 2017).
Moreover, these findings suggest that individuals with low
levels of loneliness may obtain more support from others and
more likely to utilize their support systems, which may partially
break the pathway from emotional abuse to social anxiety.

In addition, the results showed that self-esteem and lone-
liness were associated with each other, which consistent
with previous studies (Dhal et al. 2007; Yıldız and
Karadaş 2017). Moreover, a prospective study by Vanhalst
et al. (2013) based on adolescents suggested that self-
esteem predicted later loneliness, and the second time lone-
liness predicted later self-esteem. Although the result of the
current study based on cross-sectional data, it still could
give us information about the association between self-
esteem and loneliness. The implications of these findings
are significant, underscoring the role of self-esteem and
loneliness involved in maltreated children’s adjustment
and pointing to potentially modifiable mechanisms.

Implications

The results of this research may help understand relationships
between emotional abuse and social anxiety, and how emo-
tional abuse influences on social anxiety among Chinese ad-
olescents and pre-adolescents. One of the implications of the
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study is that it may help people knowmore negative outcomes
of emotional abuse among Chinese primary students, and im-
prove awareness of preventing emotional abuse in China,
which may decrease prevalence of emotional abuse and im-
plement more interventions to prevent it. Secondly, the study
may be helpful for survivors of emotional abuse. For example,
we can implement some projects to decrease the levels of
loneliness and increase levels of self-esteem for reducing so-
cial anxiety of individuals who were emotionally abused.

Limitations

Several limitations should be acknowledged in this study.
Firstly, self-report scales were used to measure all variables,
which may decrease the accuracy of information. So, future
research should collect data using several sources (e.g., peers,
parents, and teachers) to increase the accuracy of the informa-
tion. Secondly, cross-sectional design was used to examine
relationships between emotional abuse and social anxiety,
and results may not so convince. Moreover, results of cross-
sectional study may not give us the causal mechanisms be-
tween emotional abuse and social anxiety, which may have
less convince of understanding relationships among variables.
In addition, cross-sectional design may give us less informa-
tion about the variables which may lead us misunderstanding
the relationships among variables. So, longitudinal studies
should be conducted to confirm these results in future studies.
Thirdly, the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale was used to access
the explicit self-esteem, but the implicit self-esteem may be
more accurate to display the individuals’ real thinking.
Therefore, future study should pay attention to compare the
roles of different kinds of self-esteem in the relationship be-
tween emotional abuse and social anxiety.

Conclusions

This study demonstrated the association between emotional
abuse and social anxiety among Chinese adolescents and
pre-adolescents in this data. In line with our predictions, emo-
tional abuse was positively correlated with social anxiety
among adolescents and pre-adolescents. Using the SEM, we
demonstrated that loneliness and self-esteem mediated the re-
lationship between emotional abuse and social anxiety.
Findings suggest that emotional abuse not only have a direct
relationship with individuals’ social anxiety, but also have an
indirect relationship with individuals’ social anxiety via lone-
liness and self-esteem. Decreasing the levels of loneliness and
increasing the levels of self-esteem should be applied in inter-
ventions to reduce social anxiety of emotionally abused
Chinese adolescents and pre-adolescents.
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