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ABSTRACT

The main objective of this study was to measure the level of social anxiety (SA) based
on gender, year of study, and academic achievement among Malaysian undergraduate
students in the Kulliyyah of Education (KOED), International Islamic University
Malaysia (IIUM). In addition, the focus of this study was to address the relationship
between SA and the level of social interaction anxiety. In general, SA is a common
mental health problem, especially among students. However, there are a few studies
related to SA, especially among Malaysian undergraduate students. Thus, the results
of this study could contribute to the development of research in SA among Malaysian
undergraduate students. A gquota sampling technique was used in this study. Gender
and students’ year of study were chosen for the strata (groups) of the sample. A total
number of 200 respondents out of 784 volunteered respondents were undergraduate
students in KOED. The Social Phobia Scale (SPS) with the reliability of (0=0.96) and
the Social Interaction Anxiety Scale (SIAS) (0=0.90) were used in this study. The
demographic details in Section A were presented in percentages and table of
frequencies. The current study revealed that the relationship between the level of SA
and social interaction anxiety has a strong significant correlation and it was measured
by using bivariate Pearson correlation coefficients. However, there was no significant
difference in the level of SA due to gender using the independent samples t-test. There
was also no significant difference in the level of SA due to two variables, namely
students’ year of study and academic achievement. Both were measured by using a
one-way ANOVA test. Overall, the total number of Malaysian undergraduate students
who were having social performance anxiety was higher than those who were not
having it. On the other hand, the prevalence rate of those who were having low social
interaction anxiety was higher than those with a high level of SA.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

1.1 BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

Social anxiety (SA) is also known as social phobia. It is one of the most common
psychological problems among those who experience overwhelming anxiety and
excessive self-consciousness in everyday social situations. SA is often associated with
an intense fear of social situations, especially related to the humiliation or
embarrassment in front of others (Scully, 2014; American Psychiatric Association,
2013). An individual with social anxiety tends to have specific fears such as speaking
in front of a crowd or generalized fears in social situations such as starting a
conversation and having group interactions. Their fear could be viewed as excessive
or unreasonable by some people. Thus, daily social interactions of an individual with
social anxiety could be difficult to handle because it affects their thinking, feeling and
behaviour (Malaysian Mental Health Association, n.d.). The problems in social
interactions here refer to the feeling inferior of others, fear of appearing incompetent,
fear of interacting socially, and fear of being judged by others (Villiers, 2009).

There were many studies conducted on social anxiety among young adults or
college students. It can be said that the level of social anxiety among college students
is high (Pecoraro, 2006; Bifulco, 2011; Mustafa et al., 2015). Social anxiety is one of
the mental problems that gradually takes the top rank of mental health issue in
Malaysia (Malaysian Mental Health Association, n.d.). It could affect anyone
regardless of genders, ages, ethnicities, socioeconomic status, and religions. Based on

the National Health and Morbidity Survey (NHMS IV) conducted in 2011, it was



reported that adults aged 16 years old and above with Generalized Anxiety Disorders
(GAD) reached about 1.7% (0.3 million) (Ministry of Health Malaysia, 2011).

In 2015, the General Health Questionnaire (GHQ) 12 was used to assess and
detect the mental health problems among 20,940 Malaysian citizens who was 16 years
old and above. The result showed that 29.2% (6,115) of Malaysian young adults aged
16 years old and above having mental health problem (Noor Ani et al., 2015). In term
of gender, the prevalence was higher among females (30.8%) than males (27.6%), but
it was not significant (Noor Ani et al., 2015). In addition, the Health Ministry’s
Institute for Public Health (IPH) conducted a National Health and Morbidity Survey
(NHMS) in 2017 on Malaysian adolescents. They found that mental health of 50% of
120,420 students with personal problems being affected negatively (Lee, Menon &
Rajaendram, 2018). The Star Online reported that the Health Ministry’s Institute for
Public Health stated that since the NHMS 2012, the number of adolescents who
portrayed suicidal behaviour keeps increasing. Furthermore, the national survey also
revealed that Malaysian adolescents were suffering from mental health problem and it
has reached to the worrisome state (Lee, Menon & Rajaendram, 2018).

Generally, mental health problems are higher among younger adults. It is
estimated that one-third of the total clinical population studied by the Ministry of
Health Malaysia has mental health problems including anxiety and depression. This
shows that mental health problem is gradually increasing in Malaysia, especially
among young adults. SA could be a part of this mental health problem because it falls
under the anxiety problem. It could be worse and lead to social anxiety disorder
(SAD) if it is not treated properly. Thus, in the current study, the researcher assessed

and determined the level of social anxiety among Malaysian undergraduate students



in Kulliyyah of Education, International Islamic University Malaysia (I1IUM) by using

several questionnaires that would be explained later in Chapter Three.

1.1.1 Social Anxiety among College Students

As mentioned earlier, the level of social anxiety among college students is high. It can
be due to several factors such as low self-esteem, high-stress level, experienced
certain trauma cases or low educational attainment (Erwin, 2002; Austin 2003;
Shahrouri 2016). Basically, the risk of increasing mental health problem, especially
social anxiety may be due to multiple life changes during a student’s life (Maley,
2003). Gan et al. (2011) conducted a study of four public and private Malaysian
universities. They reported that the prevalence of depression, stress and anxiety were
29.3%, 21.6% and 55.0% respectively. Based on the findings of the study, anxiety is
one of the major problems among college students in Malaysia.

Furthermore, Mohammed, Hayati and Salmiah (2015) revealed in their study
that the relationship between anxiety and gender showed to be inconsistent because
gender is a non-modifiable risk factor of social anxiety. In addition, various studies
concerning the relationship between gender and social anxiety also showed a small or
no significant difference between these two variables (Schjeldahl, 2013; Caballo et al.,
2014; Noor Ani et al., 2015). On the other hand, social anxiety could be a major
predictor of low academic performance among students (Vitasari et al., 2010). Apart
from that, the level of social anxiety also could be affected by the year of study
because students commonly undergo many social performances in higher institutions
such as seminars, group projects, presentations, work experiences, and employment

interviews (Topham & Russell, 2012).



1.2 STATEMENT OF PROBLEM

The Malaysian Health Minister, YB Datuk Seri Dr Dzulkefly bin Ahmad, stated that
according to the National Health and Morbidity Survey in 2015, 29.2% or 4.2 million
of the total population of Malaysian adults above 16 years old were having mental
health issues. He also added that this percentage refers to those who are having mental
health problems, not a mental illness (Carvalho, Sivanandam & Shagar, 2018). The
statistic of Malaysian having a mental illness such as depression and anxiety disorder
has increased from 12% in 2011 to 29% in 2017. This statistic was based on the
National Health and Morbidity Survey in 2017 conducted by the Patron of the
Malaysian Psychiatric Association (MPA) (The Star Online, 2018).

Based on the above issue, it is possible for those who are having a mental
health problem, including those who do not get any proper diagnosis, to get a mental
illness. This mental illness could be one of critical health problems by the year 2020.
It can be said that social anxiety is a part of anxiety problems that could be included in
this arising issue. There were some Malaysian studies on mental illness, particularly
on anxiety disorders. One of them was done by Al-Naggar, Bobryshev and Alabsi
(2013). They conducted the study at a private university, namely Management and
Science University (MSU). In this study, the number of female students was more
than half out of 250 students (69.6%) and 52.4% of students aged 21 years old or
younger were involved. From this study, it was found that 42.8% of the sample
population suffered from severe anxieties.

Almost similarly, Radeef et al. (2014) found that 51.5% of undergraduate
students from Kulliyyah (Faculty) of Science, International Islamic University
Malaysia (IlUM) have anxiety, which is higher than depression (13.9%) and stress

(12.9%). They also noted that emotional disturbances in the form of depression,



anxiety and stress, which exist among those undergraduate students are at a high level.
On top of that, a recent study by Gan and Hue (2019) also found that 33% of 149
students had anxiety symptoms and 14% had significant anxiety. Based on their study,
they revealed that anxiety was significantly related to the quality of life. Hence, it can
be concluded that those who are having anxiety problems have a high possibility of
having a low quality of life.

From all of these studies, it could be seen that anxiety disorder keep increasing
among Malaysian undergraduate students. Although these studies did not specify a
certain type of anxiety in their findings, social anxiety could be a part of it. A study by
Azhar, Gill and Sulaiman (2017), for instance, found that 35% of 90 psychiatry
Master Degree applicants were suffering from social anxiety symptoms. The
participants included medical doctors pursuing a master degree program. The study
specifically revealed that medical doctors were significantly related to social anxiety.

Social anxiety could be developed since adolescence or even childhood.
Following this disorder, the condition of a person with social anxiety could be better
or worse during his or her study at higher institutional levels. It would depend on his
or her experiences during the students’ life. People with social anxiety have certain
characteristics such as over-thinking about their social performance and anxious about
negative outcomes of future occasions (Topham & Russell, 2012). These types of
characteristics may cause an obstacle for them to participate in any social situations
and inhibit the reinforcement beliefs about their personal true ability and competency.
Students who are suffering from persistent social anxiety could lead to a significantly
impaired quality of life and unable to interact socially with other people (Topham &

Russell, 2012).



On several occasional situations, the development of social anxiety could be
triggered if someone had encountered a particularly humiliating or stressful event
which causes them to feel socially anxious to move forward. For example, in the
educational context, social anxiety could be developed among students if they had
psychological symptoms such as feeling anxious before starting a presentation, an
overwhelming sudden fright, unable to focus and give attention, feeling loss while
doing group assignments, or uninterested in the challenging subjects (Shahrouri,
2016). When social anxiety gradually developed among the students, it could affect
their academic performance.

Social anxiety is a part of the predictor of academic performance (Mustafa et
al., 2015). It is because, at the higher education level, students are engaged in the
formative assessments, which include group work or presentations. McCarty (2012)
stated that people with social anxiety could have a disruption in their brain before
performing something in front of others. They were unable to comprehend or recall
the information, thus, it could obstruct their ability to perform well or solve the
questions that required thinking. Hence, it could affect the student’s academic
performance badly.

On top of that, the level of social anxiety among students could have changed
during their year of study because of several reasons mentioned earlier. For that
reason, students need to undergo various assessments. Previous studies in the 1990s
revealed that women have a higher possibility to develop social anxiety throughout
their lifespan than men (Regier et al., 1990; Angst & Dobler-Mikola, 1985). In
contrast, some recent studies found that both genders have equal possibility to develop
social anxiety since the beginning of childhood or early adolescence (Roberts et al.

2011; Scully, 2014). Although men and women are equally possible developing social



anxiety, it is possible for women to have a higher social anxiety level compared to
men (Caballo et al., 2014; McLean & Hope, 2010).

To put all of this together, knowing the fact that social anxiety (SA) could be
developed among undergraduate students, the researcher conducted this study to find
out the prevalence rate of SA among Malaysian Muslim undergraduate education
students, especially at the International Islamic University Malaysia (IIUM). This type
of mental problem is high among college students, thus, it is crucial to carry out the
study related to this problem to reduce social anxiety prevalence among the students.
The main reason the researcher choose to conduct this study on undergraduate
education students is that most of these students ought to be teachers in the future.
Hence, if these students are suffering from SA, it could give a bad impact on their
future students, which indirectly may affect our future generation in a negative way.

Thus, if the researcher could identify the level of SA among undergraduate
students at IIUM, early intervention could be done to help these students. In addition,
the university or lecturers could help these students in preventing and minimising the
exert effect of mental, emotional and physical student’s morbidity through the early
detection of symptoms of social anxiety. Another reason why the researcher wanted to
conduct this study is that there are a few studies related to SA among Malaysian
undergraduate students. There were lots of studies conducted in the United States (US)
focusing on SA either among the school students or college students. However, there were
a few studies found related to SA among Malaysian students.

In the Malaysian context, most of the studies generally focused on anxiety
disorder instead of focusing on social anxiety among undergraduate students (Al-Naggar,
Bobryshev & Alabsi, 2013; Gan & Hue, 2019; Ranita, Sohana & Marhaini 2019). There

were also a few studies on SA conducted on Malaysian Muslim undergraduate students.



Most of the studies were conducted among non-Muslim students or mixed up of both
Muslim and non-Muslim students (Radeef et al., 2014; Fuad et al., 2015). Thus, in this
study, the researcher wanted to focus only on Malaysian Muslim undergraduate students
so that the researcher could contribute the result of this study for both developments of

Malaysian research in regards to SA and the Muslim world

1.3 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
The main objective of this study was to discuss the level of social anxiety among
Malaysian undergraduate students in Kulliyyah of Education (KOED), International
Islamic University Malaysia (IIUM). Specifically, this study set out to address the
following objectives:
i. To identify the relationship between the level of social anxiety and social
interaction anxiety.
ii. To measure the level of social anxiety (SA) among Malaysian
undergraduate students in KOED, 1IUM based on the following construct:
a. Gender
b. Year of study

c. Academic achievement

1.4 RESEARCH QUESTIONS
Based on the above research objectives, the following research questions were
addressed:
I.  What is the relationship between the level of social anxiety and social
interaction anxiety?
ii.  What is the level of social anxiety (SA) among Malaysian undergraduate

students in KOED, 1IUM based on the following construct?



a. Gender
b. Year of study

c. Academic achievement

1.5 SIGNIFICANCE OF STUDY

The level of social anxiety among college students has been studied in many
countries. Social anxiety is one of major problems among college students on
campuses (Villiers, 2009; Ahmad, Faque & Seidi, 2017; Thompson et al., 2019). A
person with social anxiety who experienced a specific impairment and the level of
distress is difficult to evaluate in the presence of comorbidities such as depression,
anxiety or stress. Hence, the researcher focused on college students with possible
social anxiety problems without comorbidity. There were some related studies of
social anxiety conducted in Malaysia, but the majority of them included other parts of
common mental health issues such as depression or stress.

Studies on social anxiety among college students in Malaysia are particularly
low compared to the studies on mental illnesses such as depression, anxiety, and stress
among college students in Malaysia. In particular, there was one study on social
anxiety among IIUM students conducted by Nur Farhanah (2016). However, she only
studied the role of gender differences in social anxiety among university students.
Hence, this study is a continuation of her study whereby several factors such as the
influences of social anxiety towards student’s academic achievement and gender were
added as new constructs.

Furthermore, the relationship between social anxiety and social interaction
anxiety and the influence of year of study towards students’ social anxiety were also

studied. Thus, the result of this study may be helpful for counsellors, educators, and



psychologist in designing and developing some intervention programs to help these
students. In addition, it could also support the Kulliyyah (Faculty) to be proactive in
their daily approaches with students. It is expected that the Kulliyyah would be able to
develop some strategies to control the social anxiety level among students in [TUM in
order to help increase their academic achievement as well as their general
performance in the daily social interactions.

In addition, the results of this study could also help the staff and lecturers to
understand the students better. They are the people who interact with the students on a
regular basis and try to help them in gaining confidence to perform a simple task in
social interaction. These people directly deal with the students in formal or informal
manners. Thus, by knowing the results of this study, it could help them identify
students who have difficulties or emotional problems. By doing so, the staff and
lecturers could influence the students to break away from their negative stereotypes,
such as fear of social judgment.

As a matter of fact, students who attend 4-year colleges and universities
usually stay far away from their families because they live in a dormitory or a rented
house. Thus, most students stay connected and rely on their friends rather than their
families. Through a monthly campaign in the faculty, for instance, student
associations could notify the rest of the students in regards to their mental condition
statistic. Indirectly, it could spread the awareness of SA and the students could help
each other to improve their social interactions. The result of this study may also be
helpful in enhancing the awareness of the mental problems among young adults. Thus,
they could seek for personal help or treatment or go for counselling sessions in the

university or college during their academic years.

10



Simpson (2014) mentioned that if social anxiety is not treated, it could lead to
pervasive of other mental health symptoms and it may limit an individual's general
health and psychological well-being. Hence, if there is no intervention done, the
trajectory of SA would continue and propagate throughout the individual’s life.
Finally, the results of this study could also help education students to be aware of this
issue and try to improve their condition by sorting out several interventions to reduce
the level of social anxiety among them. As future educators, they should be able to

have positive mental health and physical well being before facing any challenges.

1.6 DELIMITATIONS OF STUDY

In this study, the researcher only addressed Malaysian undergraduate student's
population. The population of foreign students was not included in this study because
the researcher’s interest is only towards Malaysian students and indirectly contributes
a valuable outcome to the country. More specifically, only undergraduate students
from Kulliyyah of Education were involved in this study because the researcher is
only interested to know about students who choose teaching profession and education
courses as their first degree. In this case, the researcher did not want to compare
students from different courses and solely focused on those who are in the education
program.

Furthermore, this study was conducted only in IIUM Gombak. Other [IUM’s
branches were not included in this study because the researcher may face difficulties
in obtaining the Dean’s permission to get students’ personal information. Based on
the demographic details in the questionnaire, the researcher is concerned with the

CGPA rather than GPA (Grade Point Average). It is because the GPA only
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demonstrates student’s academic achievement in that particular semester and it is not

enough to evaluate student’s academic achievement holistically.

1.7 DEFINITION OF TERMS

1.7.1 Social Anxiety (SA)

Social anxiety (SA) can be distinguished when individuals have difficulties to live
their daily life due to their own fear to face one or more social performance or
situation (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Week, 2014). Their own fear
could be excessive or unreasonable which indirectly cause them to be more nervous
and self-conscious (Week, 2014). SA is a complex physiological process and it results
from the perception of a significant threat such as a negative social interaction or
embarrassment. This threat develops cognitive responses that the individual interprets
as fear and other negative emotions such as worry or sadness (Bogels et al., 2014).

Hence, people with social anxiety tend to exaggerate their worries about
uncertain outcomes in the future. Based on their worries or negative perceptions
towards those specific social situations, they tend to engage in protective behaviours
such as avoiding any social situation and social relationship (Noltemeyer et al., 2012;
Heimberg et al. 2014). This protective behaviour could be a part of avoidant
behaviour because it causes individuals to isolate themselves and withdraw from
society (Churchland & Winkielman, 2012). This condition would hide their
capabilities to dominate any skills in the social realm, thereby limiting their function
and contribution to society (lverach & Rapee, 2014).

In this study, those with SA refers to students who have difficulties such as
feeling nervous, self-conscious or getting tense when they are in the midst of a crowd

or in front of other people. They tend to get worried ahead of certain social situations.
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