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ABSTRACT

This research was conducted with the aim of predicting social skills based on
childhood traumas and external locus of control in adolescents with social
anxiety. The research method was correlational. The statistical population
included all male and female high school students in the 22 districts of Tehran
during the 2024-2025 academic year. Using cluster random sampling from 5
districts (4, 11, 8, 15, and 19) and based on the Krejcie and Morgan's table, 370
individuals were selected as the sample. For data collection, the Matson
Evaluation of Social Skills with Youngsters (MESSY), Childhood Trauma
Questionnaire (CTQ), and Rotter's Locus of Control Questionnaire (LCQ) were
used. Data analysis was performed using SPSS software version 26 and
regression analysis method. The findings showed that childhood traumas and
external locus of control have a significant negative relationship with social
skills. Furthermore, multiple regression analysis showed that the sub-components
of sexual abuse, physical abuse, emotional abuse, emotional neglect, physical
neglect, and external locus of control had the ability to predict 17.9% of the
variance in social skills. The final regression equation showed that for each unit
decrease in sexual abuse, physical abuse, emotional abuse, emotional neglect,
physical neglect, and external locus of control, social skills increased by 0.101,
0.109, 0.121, 0.119, 0.135, and 0.123, respectively. The results of this study
emphasize the importance of paying attention to the role of childhood traumas
and external locus of control in reducing adolescents' social skills. These findings
can be used in designing psychological interventions to strengthen social skills
and reduce the effects of traumatic experiences and external locus of control in
adolescents. It is suggested that future studies examine the effects of these
variables with broader sampling and using longitudinal methods.
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Introduction

Adolescence represents a pivotal stage in human development during which complex
psychological and social processes take shape, critically influencing the formation of individual
and social identity. In this sensitive period, adolescents are frequently exposed to developmental
challenges, environmental pressures, and increasing social expectations. Among the pressing
concerns in adolescent mental health, social anxiety stands out as a disorder that can
significantly disrupt psychological well-being and social competence. Social anxiety is often
characterized by an intense fear of social evaluation and persistent avoidance of social
interactions, leading to decreased self-efficacy and impaired social skills (McKay et al., 2023;
Mirella & Lucas, 2021).

Central to adaptive functioning in adolescents are social skills—a constellation of abilities
necessary for effective interpersonal exchange, empathy, cooperation, conflict resolution, and
active listening (Shi et al., 2024). When adolescents experience social anxiety, the development
and implementation of these skills are often hindered, potentially resulting in self-perpetuating
cycles of anxiety, isolation, and diminished quality of life (Yang et al., 2024). The process of
acquiring robust social skills is shaped by various environmental and psychological factors, two
of which are the focus of this study: childhood traumatic experiences and locus of control,
particularly external locus of control.

Childhood traumas, encompassing emotional, physical, or sexual abuse, neglect, and
exposure to domestic violence, have been shown to exert long-lasting effects on psychological
and social functioning (Downey & Crummy, 2022; Brien et al., 2021). Traumatized children
often fail to experience a secure, supportive environment, limiting their capacity for healthy
relational development and predisposing them to both internalizing problems—such as anxiety
and depression—and weaknesses in social functioning (Tas Torun et al., 2022; Dublin et al.,
2021).

The locus of control concept, developed by Rotter (1966), describes the degree to which
individuals perceive events in their lives as being contingent upon their own actions (internal
locus) versus the actions of external forces or fate (external locus). Adolescents with a
pronounced external locus of control are often more reliant on external validation, possess lower
perceived agency, and experience heightened sensitivity to criticism or negative evaluation
(Leme et al., 2015; Reitz et al., 2022). This cognitive orientation can reinforce social anxiety
and act as a barrier to effective social engagement and skill development.

The interaction between childhood traumas and locus of control has been the subject of
increasing research, with evidence suggesting a potential mediating or moderating effect of
locus of control in the trajectory from early adversity to later social outcomes (Zhang et al.,
2021; You et al., 2024). However, much of the literature isolates these variables rather than
examining their interplay, particularly in adolescent samples suffering from social anxiety. This
research therefore seeks to bridge this gap by exploring the combined impact of childhood
traumas and external locus of control on the social skills of adolescents with clinically
significant social anxiety, using a robust, population-based sample in Tehran, Iran.

METHODOLOGY
This study followed a correlational design, targeting high school students (both genders)
enrolled in Tehran’s 22 municipal districts during the 2024-2025 academic year. According to
data from the local Department of Education, eligible students numbered approximately
200,000. The sampling method was cluster random sampling: five districts (numbers 4, 8, 11,
15, and 19) were randomly chosen, and two schools were randomly selected within each
district. Based on Krejcie & Morgan’s statistical table, 370 adolescents constituted the final
sample.

Inclusion criteria comprised: active enrollment in secondary school, self-report of physical
health without diagnosed severe physical or psychiatric disorders, willingness to participate, and
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the ability to comply with data collection requirements. Exclusion criteria included incomplete
or invalid questionnaire responses, withdrawal from the study at any stage, or newly emergent
physical or psychiatric conditions impeding further participation.

Ethical considerations involved full disclosure of research aims and procedures, assurances
of confidentiality, and obtaining informed consent (with parental consent for minors).
Participation was voluntary, with the option to withdraw at any time. To minimize order and
fatigue effects, two forms of the survey were used.

Instruments

e Matson Evaluation of Social Skills with Youngsters (MESSY): This 56-item Likert
questionnaire assesses social skills in youth aged 4 to 18 and demonstrates established
validity and reliability in both international and Iranian adolescent populations (Matson et
al., 1983; Hojati et al., 2022).

e Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ): This 28-item self-report measure evaluates the
frequency and severity of traumatic childhood experiences across emotional, physical, and
sexual abuse, as well as emotional and physical neglect (Bernstein et al., 2003; Behrouzi et
al., 2023).

e Rotter’s Locus of Control Questionnaire (LCQ): This 29-item scale assesses individual
tendencies toward internal or external locus of control (Rotter, 1966; Asgarshyan et al.,
2023).

Collected data were subjected to statistical analysis using SPSS 26, including tests of
normality (Kolmogorov—Smirnov), descriptive statistics, Pearson correlations, and multiple
regression.

RESULT
The mean age of participants was 17.3 +0.856 years (range: 16—18); 59.1% were female and
40.9% male. Descriptive and correlational analyses (see Table 1 in the original) revealed
significant negative correlations between each dimension of childhood trauma, external locus of
control, and social skills (p <.05). The normality of distributions was confirmed for all primary
study variables, and the Durbin—Watson statistic (1.83) indicated no significant autocorrelation
in regression residuals.

Table 1: Pearson’s correlations indicated that sexual abuse, physical abuse, emotional abuse,
emotional neglect, physical neglect, and external locus of control all correlated negatively and
significantly with social skills.

Multiple Regression Analysis

A multiple regression (see Table 2 in the original) found that sexual abuse, physical abuse,
emotional abuse, emotional neglect, physical neglect, and external locus of control together
predicted 17.9% of the variance in adolescents’ social skills (adjusted R? = .179; multiple R =
.423), indicating a moderate association between these predictors and the outcome.

Table 3: Standardized beta coefficients (B) identified unique contributions for each predictor:
Sexual abuse (B=-.101, p<.05)

Physical abuse (p=-.109, p <.05)
Emotional abuse (B=-.121, p <.05)
Emotional neglect (B=-.119, p <.05)
Physical neglect (B =-.135, p <.05)
External locus of control (f=-.123, p<.05)

Negative coefficients indicate that reductions in these risk factors correspond with
improvements in social skills. The regression equation accounted for each predictor’s unique
impact, demonstrating that even after controlling for other adversities, both childhood trauma
subscales and external locus of control remained significa
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DISCUSSION

This study substantiates the hypothesis that adverse childhood experiences and an external locus

of control are significant, negative predictors of social skills in adolescents with social anxiety.

The findings resonate with extant literature highlighting the deleterious impact of childhood

abuse and neglect not only on emotional well-being but, critically, on social skills development

(Dart & Ciccia, 2024; Brien et al., 2021; Tas Torun et al., 2022).

Mechanistically, the present results suggest a dual pathway:

(1) Direct Effects: Traumatic childhood experiences—particularly those within family or
caregiving contexts—erode adolescents’ psychological security, encouraging maladaptive
cognitive schemas and social withdrawal, which impair social skill acquisition.

(2) Indirect Effects via Locus of Control: Adolescents with extensive childhood traumas are
more likely to adopt an external locus of control, perceiving themselves as powerless in
social contexts, further exacerbating avoidance and underdevelopment of social skills.
Furthermore, social anxiety itself acts as both a result and a perpetuator of poor social skills,

engendering a feedback loop where avoidance leads to fewer learning opportunities and

increasingly rigid maladaptive patterns (Angélico et al., 2013; Mirella & Lucas, 2021). Youth
with an internal locus of control, by contrast, are more resilient in the face of social difficulties
and more likely to engage proactively in social environments.

These results have urgent implications for both theory and practice. The interrelationships
among trauma, locus of control, social anxiety, and social skills underscore the importance of
multidimensional intervention frameworks. Prevention and intervention programs must address
trauma history and cognitive style (e.g., locus of control) to leverage social competence gains in
at-risk youths (Dong et al., 2023; Walsh et al., 2025).

Several limitations warrant careful consideration. Cluster sampling may not fully capture the
full socio-cultural heterogeneity of Tehran. The exclusive reliance on self-report introduces
potential bias, especially response distortion or social desirability. While regression illuminated
important associations, it does not establish causality, and unmeasured environmental or
familial influences may confound observed effects. Lastly, concerns with data privacy, even
when protocols are rigorously followed, could reduce genuine participation among anxious
adolescents.

CONCLUSIONS

This study demonstrates that both childhood trauma subtypes (sexual, physical, emotional
abuse; neglect) and an external locus of control are significant, negative predictors of social
skills in adolescents with marked social anxiety. Together, these factors explain a moderate
share of the variance, highlighting the persistent influence of early adversity and cognitive style
into late adolescence.

Interventions aimed at enhancing adolescent social skills should incorporate trauma-
informed care and target cognitive restructuring to shift locus of control toward internality.
Future research should expand on these findings, utilizing larger and more diverse samples,
alternative methodologies such as interviews or observational systems, and longitudinal or
experimental designs that might clarify causal pathways. Applying advanced modeling and
integrating mediators and moderators (e.g., family environment, coping skills) will further
enrich understanding and intervention.
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