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ABSTRACT 


Objective:  
This study aimed to analyze the association between positive self-esteem, gender, and social anxiety levels of college students during the second year of the COVID-19 pandemic.



Materials and methods:  
The research was developed based on a quantitative paradigm, through a cross-sectional, correlational-causal, and non-experimental design. The sample consisted of 212 university students who were assessed using the Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale and the Social Anxiety Questionnaire for Adults. Descriptive analyses of the study variables were performed, and the results were compared according to the gender of the participants. Furthermore, binary logistic regression was employed to assess the association between positive self-esteem, gender, and social anxiety levels.



Results:  
There was a significant negative association between positive self-esteem and anxiety. Two indicators of positive self-esteem significantly and negatively predicted elevated levels of social anxiety. Additionally, being female was associated with a higher risk of elevated levels of social anxiety. This model explained 16.4 % (Cox and Snell R2) and 28 % (Nagelkerke R2) of the total variance, respectively.



Conclusion:  
These results highlight the importance of promoting positive self-esteem as a protective factor for mental health during crisis situations. This finding has practical implications for higher education institutions. By identifying the factors that contribute to positive self-esteem and reduced social anxiety among college students, institutions can develop targeted interventions and support programs to enhance students' well-being and academic success. Moreover, they revealed the need to address the development of support strategies in educational settings from the gender perspective.



Keywords: School adjustment, higher education, self-esteem, mental health.
	                            

RESUMEN 


Objetivo:  
El objetivo de este estudio fue analizar la relación de la autoestima positiva, el género y los niveles de ansiedad social de estudiantes universitarios durante el segundo año de la pandemia de COVID-19.



Materiales y método:  
La investigación se desarrolló desde un paradigma cuantitativo y utilizó un diseño no experimental transversal correlacional-causal. La muestra estuvo conformada por 212 universitarios, quienes fueron evaluados mediante la Escala de Rosenberg para Autoestima (ERA) y el Cuestionario de Ansiedad Social para Adultos (CASO). Se realizaron análisis descriptivos y comparaciones en función del género de los participantes. Se utilizó una regresión logística binaria para evaluar la asociación entre la autoestima positiva, el género y la ansiedad social.



Resultados:  
Existe una asociación significativa y negativa entre la autoestima positiva y la ansiedad social. Dos indicadores de autoestima positiva predijeron de manera significativa y negativa niveles elevados de ansiedad. Además, el género femenino se asoció con un mayor riesgo de niveles elevados de ansiedad social. Este modelo explicó el 16,4 % (Cox y Snell R2) y el 28 % (Nagelkerke R2) de la varianza total, respectivamente.



Conclusión:  
Los resultados destacan la importancia de promover la autoestima positiva como un factor de protección en la salud mental durante situaciones de crisis. Además, subrayan la necesidad de abordar desde una perspectiva de género el desarrollo de estrategias de apoyo en entornos educativos. Este estudio se suma a la literatura existente que reconoce la autoestima positiva como un recurso interno que puede influir en la forma en que las personas experimentan y responden a la ansiedad.



Palabras clave: Adaptación escolar, educación superior, autoestima, salud mental.
                                    






		
			INTRODUCTION

			The social distancing required during the COVID-19 pandemic has affected mental health 
1

,

2
. As a result, there was a noticeable increase in the prevalence of anxiety and depression. Specifically, anxiety disorders experienced a surge, with affected individuals climbing from approximately 298 million to 374 million worldwide, reflecting a notable 25% growth 
3
.

			The presence of anxiety symptoms, especially social anxiety, becomes relevant in the pandemic and post-pandemic era because socialization has been perceived as a source of contagion and health risks, leading to its avoidance 
4
. This has been increased in the general population, particularly in women and individuals with lower income levels 
5
.

			Social anxiety is a precipitant factor for poor performance in various areas. People with social anxiety have difficulties in verbal comprehension, spatial visualization, and fluency; their academic performance in tasks such as oral presentations or group work is poor; they also tend to drop out of school, restrict the expression of their emotions, experience challenges in establishing relationships, and use fewer learning strategies 
6
.

			In situations of critical stress, it is especially important to consider protective factors in mental health, such as internal and external resources that allow for more effective coping with stress and risky situations 
7

,

8
. Self-esteem is an internal resource that protects and promotes mental health and happiness. It refers to the personal judgement of one's worth, and can be positive or negative, reflecting one's attitude and perception of oneself in various situations 
7

,

9

,

10
. Numerous investigations have provided evidence that individuals with elevated self-esteem tend to experience reduced instances of emotional and behavioral problems 
11
. Self-esteem affects student academic performance. Low self-esteem is related to insecurity and constant feelings of failure and dissatisfaction, resulting in disinterest and apathy towards classes 
12
. Low self-esteem is also manifested in academic procrastination 
13
.

			The association between self-esteem and social anxiety has been explored in previous studies, but it is a complex issue and the reported findings have been contradictory. However, evidence suggests that positive self-esteem helps reduce levels of social anxiety, and it influences how people experience and respond to social anxiety differently, based on their gender 
14

-

20
.

			Thus, this study aimed to contribute to the available evidence on the association between self-esteem and social anxiety in an educational setting in a situation of critical stress, such as a pandemic. This study investigated whether the level of social anxiety experienced by college students was influenced by their self-esteem. Considering that women are especially vulnerable to anxiety 
3

,

5
, gender was also considered in this study. We hypothesized that both positive self-esteem and gender would have a significant impact on the overall social anxiety levels of college students during this period. Positive self-esteem is expected to be negatively related to anxiety levels in various social situations, with women presenting more severe symptoms of social anxiety than men.

		

		
			MATERIALS AND METHODS

			This quantitative predictive study used a non-experimental, cross-sectional, and correlational-causal design to examine the relationship between the variables of interest, and to determine the association between positive self-esteem, gender, and social anxiety.

			The study included 212 students (66.5% women and 33.5% men), aged between 18 and 28 years (mean 20.24 [1.6]), attending five official and private higher education institutions in the city of Cartagena (Colombia). The sample size was determined based on official records from the Ministry of National Education of Colombia, which estimated, for the first semester of 2021, a population size of university students enrolled in Higher Education Institutions in the department of Bolívar of 45,437 (CI=90%, error = 5.6%), of which 53% were women and 47% men. Participants were selected through a non-random convenience sampling based on the following inclusion criteria:1) being of legal age; 2) being an active university student; 3) not having a clinical history of mental disorders before the pandemic, such as anxiety disorder, depression, personality disorder, psychotic disorder, etc.; and 4) not having consumed psychoactive substances 24 hours before the study.

			The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE) 
21
 was used to assess self-esteem. The scale consists of ten items that assess general self-esteem. Items 1, 3, 4, 5, 7, and 10 explored the positive self-esteem dimension, whereas items 2, 6, 8, and 9 delved into the negative self-esteem dimension 
21

,

22
.

			To perform this study, a cutoff estimation procedure was adopted based on the mean and standard deviation of the data. These cutoff points were used to classify participants into three levels of self-esteem in relation to the total scale: low (scores 10-23), medium (scores 24-33), and high (scores 34-40). The same process was applied to assess the positive self-esteem dimension by dividing participants into three levels: low (scores <16), medium (scores 16-20), and high (scores >20). The reliability of this instrument in the Colombian population was adequate, with a Cronbach's alpha reliability coefficient of >0.80 
21
.

			Furthermore, the Social Anxiety Questionnaire for Adults (SAQ) was employed 
23
, which is composed of 30 items that enable the assessment of global social anxiety and five dimensions:!) public speaking/interaction with high-ranking people; 2) interaction with the opposite sex; 3) assertive expression of annoyance, displeasure, or anger; 4) being embarrassed or ridiculed; and 5) interaction with strangers. To classify participants into three levels of social anxiety (low, medium, and high), a cutoff point was estimated using means and standard deviations: low (scores 30-63), medium (scores 64-109), and high (scores 110-150). The reliability of this instrument in the Colombian population is adequate, with Cronbach's alpha coefficients ranging from 0.78 to 0.93 
24
.

			The sample collection began with university students who had developed their professional careers at Universidad Tecnológica de Bolívar and filled out an online questionnaire designed for the purposes of the study. In turn, they informed relatives, peers, and friends from other colleges of the study. All subjects participated voluntarily and gave their consent, after which they completed the questionnaires individually and anonymously using the Forms tool in Office 365. Links to access the questionnaires were shared via email, and the participants were allowed to complete them only once. Data were collected between August and September 2021, coinciding with the onset of the fourth peak of the COVID-19 pandemic in Colombia.

			The gathering and handling of information adhered to the ethical standards set forth by the Ministry of Health of Colombia and aligned with the ethical principles outlined in the Declaration of Helsinki for research involving human subjects. This study was approved by the Research Committee of Universidad Tecnológica de Bolívar.

			For data analysis, SPSS (v.26) and G*Power 3.1 statistical software were used to estimate effect size and statistical power. First, each study variable was characterized through descriptive analyses, and comparisons were made by considering the gender of the participants. For the variables of global self-esteem and global social anxiety, which presented a normal distribution, the parametric Student's t-test was used for comparison. Given that the participants' scores on the positive self-esteem dimension of the RSE and the five dimensions of the SAQ instrument did not follow a normal distribution, the nonparametric Mann-Whitney U test was used for comparison. Normality was checked using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test (p < 0.05).

			Furthermore, the correlation between the positive self-esteem variable and the dimensions of the SAQ instrument was assessed using Spearman's rho correlation coefficient to confirm the hypotheses of the study. Subsequently, the RSE response categories were regrouped to provide a dichotomous treatment for the positive self-esteem dimension 
22
. A high level of social anxiety was defined as the dependent variable and assigned a value of 1, while 0 was assigned to the remaining levels. We included the items or indicators of the positive self-esteem dimension of RSE and the participant's gender (female) as independent variables or predictors in a binary logistic regression model using the backward stepwise estimation method.

		

		
			RESULTS

			
				Levels of Self-esteem and Social Anxiety in Young University Students

				Of all the participants, 17.9% had low self-esteem, 65.1% had medium self-esteem, and 17% had high self-esteem. In the positive self-esteem dimension of RSE, 29.2% of the participants reported a low level, 36.3% a medium level, and 34.4% a high level.

				In terms of social anxiety symptoms, a high level of symptoms was reported by 15.6% of the students, whereas a low level was reported by 18.4% of them. When analyzing the various dimensions of the questionnaire, the following can be observed: in public speaking/interaction with high-ranking persons, 26.9% of the participants reported a low level of anxiety, 49.1% reported a medium level, and 24.1% reported a high level. Regarding interactions with the opposite sex, 26.4% of the participants had a low level of anxiety, 50% had a medium level, and 23.6% had a high level. Regarding assertive expressions of annoyance, displeasure, or anger, 27.8% of the participants showed a low level of anxiety, 51.9% a medium level, and 20.3% a high level. In terms of embarrassment or ridicule, 28.3% of the participants had a low level of anxiety, 45.8% had a medium level, and 25.9% had a high level. Finally, in interactions with strangers, 26.4% of the participants reported a low level of anxiety, 52.4% reported a medium level, and 21.2% reported a high level.

				Differences in the variables of interest in this study, positive self-esteem and social anxiety, and their respective dimensions according to the gender of the participants were analyzed (see table 1).

				
					

Table 1




Descriptive Statistics of the Study Variables according to the Gender of the Participants




[image: 81782334013_t1_tabla.png]






 Note. *Statistically significant difference at p < 0.05; "Statistically significant difference at p < 0.01, Student's t-test, and Mann-Whitney U-group comparison test.
 Source: own elaboration.






				

				The data shown in table 1 highlight the statistically significant differences between women and men in terms of social anxiety levels. Women exhibited higher levels of general social anxiety, although the effect size of this difference was small. Furthermore, women exhibit higher levels of anxiety when speaking in public and interacting with high-ranking persons, as well as in situations in which they might be embarrassed or ridiculed.

			

			
				Association between Positive Self-esteem, Gender and Social Anxiety

				The data presented in table 2 reveal a significant negative relationship between college students' positive self-esteem during the COVID-19 pandemic and their anxiety levels in various social situations. These findings show that as positive self-esteem increases, social anxiety levels decrease in all dimensions under study, and that such associations are moderate. Therefore, the hypothesis proposed in this study was confirmed.

				
					

Table 2




Correlation between Positive Self-esteem and Dimensions of Social Anxiety
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 Note. **p < 0.001 (Unilateral); 1: Public speaking/interaction; 2: Interaction with the opposite sex; 3: Assertive expression of annoyance, displeasure or anger; 4: Being embarrassed or ridiculed; 5: Interaction with strangers.
 Source: own elaboration.






				

				When relating the indicators of positive self-esteem to social anxiety experienced by university students during the pandemic, two of these indicators significantly and negatively predicted elevated levels of social anxiety, and gender was also a predictor variable. This model explained 16.4% (Cox and Snell R2) and 28% (Nagelkerke R2) of the total variance (see table 3). That is, when students have a positive view of themselves and feel capable of doing things as well as others, they experience lower levels of social anxiety. Being a woman was associated with a higher risk of experiencing elevated levels of social anxiety. These findings confirm the study hypothesis, supported by the coefficient (B) of the binary logistic regression and the results of the omnibus test of the model (Chi2 = 32.227; df = 2; p = 0.000).

				
					

Table 3




Indicators of Positive Self-Esteem and Gender as Predictors of Low Levels of Social Anxiety
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 Note. Binary logistic regression coefficient: *p < 0.05. ** p < 0.001; LLCI: lower limit of the confidence interval; ULCI: Upper limit of the confidence interval.
 Source: own elaboration.






				

			

		

		
			DISCUSSION

			The results of the present study contribute to the existing literature on the impact of the pandemic on the mental health of young university students 
2

,

25

-

27
, and the role of positive self-esteem as a protective factor for mental health 
7

,

9

,

10
. Approximately 15% of the study sample experienced elevated levels of social anxiety during the pandemic, similar to the findings of a previous study on a young population 
28
. This finding is relevant in the educational context, as a significant correlation has been found between high levels of social anxiety and low academic performance over time 
6

,

29

-

31
.

			Although most participants had an average level of self-esteem, a significant percentage of the students in the studied sample had low self-esteem (17.9%). This finding is relevant in the educational context, as a low level of self-esteem in young people increases the risk of perceiving certain factors in the academic environment as threatening 
32
, and it has also been associated with factors such as the perception of little control, few resources for social interaction, social isolation, and high levels of stress 
33
.

			This study reaffirmed the association between self-esteem and social anxiety. Students with positive self-esteem presented low levels of social anxiety, which is consistent with previous research conducted by Caballo et al. 
15
 and Iancu et al. 
18
 in the pre-pandemic context. Students with positive self-perception who felt capable of performing as well as their peers (two indicators of positive self-esteem) experienced low levels of social anxiety 
14

,

19

,

20
. This may be explained by the fact that positive self-esteem helps people feel more confident and secure in social situations, thus reducing the likelihood of negative self-evaluation or fear of social rejection 
34
.

			Gender was a predictor of social anxiety in the sample. Our results showed that women present with a greater severity of social anxiety symptoms than men 
35

,

36

,

37
. This may be attributed to various aspects, such as socialization processes that foster greater sensitivity to the feelings and expectations of others, as well as the experience of gender discrimination or violence, which may generate anxiety in social situations. This may also be associated with sex-related differences in the stress response system 
35

,

36
. This finding adds to the available, sometimes contradictory, evidence on the relationship between gender and social anxiety, especially during the developmental stages of late adolescence and young adulthood, which have been understudied in terms of anxiety trajectories 
28
.

			Our results support the notion that positive self-esteem is closely linked to psychological well-being 
38
, and acts as a protective factor against the negative influence of stress and social anxiety symptoms during the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, positive self-esteem is an attenuating factor of social anxiety symptomatology in young college students in addition to other attenuating factors previously reported in the literature, such as high socioeconomic status and a history of socialization with friends 
28
. Optimism, self-confidence, and positive self-perception in students can counteract the cognitive distortions associated with social performance, thus improving emotional, practical, and cognitive adjustment in young university students 
7
.

			The COVID-19 pandemic has made it necessary to prioritize addressing the effects on the mental health of students. The findings described here on the predictive effect of positive self-esteem on social anxiety levels are useful for developing programs, policies, and recommendations that promote self-care and positive self-esteem as a strategy to combat the increase in anxiety caused by COVID-19, improve the academic performance of university students, and contribute to overcoming difficulties in the management, quality, and equity of education. Moreover, gender should be considered when implementing strategies or programs to ensure their effectiveness and efficiency.

			This study has some limitations, such as the small sample size, which consisted exclusively of university students with no clinical history of mental disorders prior to the pandemic. Furthermore, data collection through the Office 365 Forms tool did not allow checking for possible biases generated by unwanted extraneous variables at the time of application.

			For future research, we suggest expanding the sample size to include people with a history of mental disorders, exploring the effects on students at other educational levels, applying the instruments in a face-to-face setting where the influence of external variables can be controlled, and investigating the possible causes of the differences between men and women, considering aspects such as gender roles, social expectations, economic opportunities, and experiences of gender-related abuse and sexism throughout life.
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