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Introduction 
 
Inferiority feeling is easy to cause serious psycho-
logical injury or behavior deviation of community 
youth, such as somatization, depression, anxiety 
and terror. In recent years, the incidence of infe-
riority feeling among community youths has in-
creased and become one of the important factors 

affecting their mental health. About 15% of 
community youths have different degrees and 
types of inferiority feeling (1). This is worrisome 
given that low self-esteem will have a serious im-
pact on the mental health development of com-
munity youths. In light cases, it will have a nega-

Abstract 
Background: Inferiority feeling leads to the negative reactions such as depression and anxiety among commu-
nity youth, social exclusion also forms their negative emotions due to the alienation of social relations. We 
aimed to explore the effect of social exclusion on the inferiority feeling of community youth. 
Methods: In December 2021, a total of 681 community youth from Wuhan in China were selected as the re-
search object. They were evaluated using a social exclusion scale, inferiority scale, and rumination scale, respec-
tively. The mediating effect of rumination on the relationship between social exclusion and inferiority of com-
munity youth was tested by using structural equation model and bootstrap test. 
Results: The scores of social exclusion, inferiority complex, and rumination were positively correlated 
(P<0.05). The mediation effect test showed that the mediation hypothesis model had a relatively good fitting 
index. Social exclusion was a positive predictor of rumination, and rumination was a positive predictor of infe-
riority. Ruminant thinking had a significant partial mediating effect in the relationship between social exclusion 
and inferiority feeling, the indirect effect was 0.078, the direct effect was 0.04, the total effect was 0.118, and 
the ratio of direct effect to indirect effect was approximately 1:2. Therefore, social exclusion exerted the influ-
ence on inferiority through rumination. 
Conclusion: Social exclusion positively affects the inferiority feeling of community youth through the mediat-
ing effect of rumination thinking. The health prevention of community youth’s inferiority feeling should not 
only prevent the negative impact of social exclusion but also strengthen the cultivation of rumination thinking. 
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tive impact on the normal life and study of com-
munity youths, and in serious cases, it will even 
lead to dropping out of school, suicide, and other 
behaviors. Therefore, how to carry out health 
intervention on the inferiority feeling of commu-
nity youth has become the primary focus of so-
cial attention. Inferiority feeling is a low evalua-
tion of an individual’s unconfident performance 
(2). When comparing with others, individuals 
tend to underestimate their abilities, resulting in 
different degrees of negative emotional experi-
ence, which is called inferiority feeling (3). Espe-
cially after entering puberty, due to the imbalance 
of physical and mental development, community 
youth often experience conflicts, pressure and 
even serious psychological deviation, and the in-
cidence of inferiority feeling is gradually increas-
ing. Thus, to maintain the mental health of com-
munity youth, it is very necessary to explore the 
generation mechanism and influencing factors of 
community youths’ inferiority feeling, which is of 
great practical significance for intervening public 
health in community. 
Many factors cause community youth to feel in-
ferior, mainly including school, individual, family 
environment, and social environment. Among 
them, the social environment is the most im-
portant factor for community youths’ mental 
health. Social exclusion has been a hot research 
factor in recent years. It mainly refers to a phe-
nomenon in which individuals refuse to partici-
pate in related group activities after being rejected 
by others, thus hindering and affecting their rela-
tionship needs and belonging needs (4). After 
suffering from social exclusion, individuals rela-
tively lack social connection, which easily leads to 
the formation of social anxiety and disorder, in-
security, self-doubt, and psychological inferiority. 
Social exclusion has a positive predictive effect 
on the inferiority feeling of community youths 
(5). In the process of social interaction, a com-
parison of the active seeking of social support of 
community youths and their exclusion by the so-
ciety shows that high levels of refusal over time 
can produce different degrees of normal social 
behavior of negative disgust reaction, with ado-
lescents fearing that they will again be rejected, as 

well as produce negative emotions such as anxie-
ty and depression. Scial exclusion has a positive 
predictive effect on social anxiety (6).  
In addition, according to generalized strain theo-
ry, relatively serious social anxiety can cause the 
reality of community youths to develop some 
non-adaptive deviation behavior, and the difficul-
ty encountered by individuals in handling inter-
personal relationships to alleviate and avoid social 
exclusion, anxiety, and tension is likely to cause 
self-sealing behavior, further aggravating the psy-
chological inferiority of community youths. Infe-
riority feeling comes from the inferiority of per-
sonality, love, learning, social, physique, and 
family (7). There was a close connection between 
inferiority feeling and interpersonal relationship 
in social interaction; in particular, the social rela-
tionship between individuals and “significant 
others” has a significant influence on the for-
mation of inferiority feelings (8). Individuals with 
inferiority might be prompted to compare their 
defects with others, in turn, making these indi-
viduals with inferiority overly sensitive to inter-
personal relationships (9). Individuals with high 
social exclusion experience have a relatively high 
probability of inferiority (10). Negative life events 
are risk factors leading to an inferiority feeling, 
and there is a positive correlation between nega-
tive life events and inferiority complex, which can 
have a direct impact on individual inferiority feel-
ing and effectively predict inferiority feeling (11). 
Rumination, anger, depression, and anxiety are 
significantly positively correlated and that rumi-
nation is a direct factor causing the above nega-
tive emotions (12). Community youths who suf-
fered from poor parenting in childhood are more 
likely to ruminate, resulting in negative concepts, 
which ultimately lead to a higher risk of inferiori-
ty feeling (13). 
The influence of social exclusion on the inferiori-
ty of community youths is relatively complex, and 
there should be a correlation between them. Ru-
minant thinking involves numerous mood disor-
ders, especially the important influencing factors 
of depression, anxiety, and inferiority (14). React-
ing to life events with a ruminant style will also 
increase the risk of negative emotions, such as 

http://ijph.tums.ac.ir/


Iran J Public Health, Vol. 51, No.7, Jul 2022, pp.1576-1484  

 

1578  Available at:    http://ijph.tums.ac.ir              

community youths appearing self-abased. Rumi-
nation after thinking about individual develop-
ment in self-abased psychology has a certain de-
gree of prediction effect. Rumination is a think-
ing mode in which an individual repeatedly thinks 
about the impact, results, and causes of stressful 
events or negative emotions after experiencing 
relevant stressful events (15). Hertel et al (16) de-
scribed rumination as individual attention fo-
cused on the behavior of domestic symptoms 
and its underlying factors, inferiority, and idea. It 
includes a relatively stable personality trait and is 
also a kind of negative response style and way of 
thinking when one has a problem. Rumination is 
a mood of thinking over and over again, which 
could lead to adverse consequences, rather than a 
positive solution to related problems. Rumination 
is more likely to occur in community youths who 
suffer from social exclusion and has a significant 
predictive effect on individual anxiety, depres-
sion, and inferiority (17). It is not only positively 
correlated with anxiety and depression but also 
has a serious negative impact on the interpersonal 
communication of community youths, thus caus-
ing social anxiety (18). Iferiority and other nega-
tive emotions are positively related to social ex-
clusion, which is the main factor affecting the 
appearance of community youths’ anxiety, de-
pression (19). Community youths who are under 
long-term social exclusion are more prone to de-
pression, anxiety, and other negative emotions, 
which then cause the human demand for a lack 
of interaction with others and promote the for-
mation of an inferiority feeling. Inferiority feel-
ings of community youths may be influenced by 
external factors like social exclusion or internal 
factors such as ruminant thinking. Rumination 
may act as an intermediary variable between so-
cial exclusion and community youths’ inferiority 
feeling, that is, social exclusion promotes the de-
velopment of community youths’ inferiority feel-
ing through rumination. 
To further understand the relationship between 
social exclusion, inferiority feeling, and rumina-
tion in community youths, this study intends to 
construct a mediating model among social exclu-
sion, inferiority feeling, and rumination to pro-

vide empirical support for alleviating community 
youths’ sense of inferiority and improving their 
mental health. In view of the relationships among 
variables in the designed model, the following 
hypotheses were proposed: 1) both social exclu-
sion and rumination have positive predictors of 
inferiority. 2) Social exclusion can positively pre-
dict rumination. Rumination plays a mediating 
role in the relationship between social exclusion 
and inferiority. Through a questionnaire survey, 
this study explores the influence of social exclu-
sion on the inferiority feeling of community 
youths. The obtained findings are expected to 
provide reference for the prevention and treat-
ment of community youths’ inferiority feeling 
and promote their mental health development 
and social adaptation. 
 

Methods  
 
Data 
In December 2021, a total of 681 community 
youth from Wuhan in China were selected as the 
research object through convenient cluster sam-
pling method. Professional teachers explained the 
questionnaire before it was distributed.  
The survey was approved by the community 
where the subjects were located. The subjects 
included 325 boys and 356 girls, aged 17–22, with 
an average age of 18.32±0.75. The explanation 
and distribution of the questionnaire were carried 
out by psychology teachers who have undergone 
strict training. In the case of informed consent, 
an anonymous questionnaire survey was con-
ducted on the subjects, and their information was 
kept strictly confidential. The place was a pre-
prepared classroom with a fixed activity space. 
Professional teachers introduced the content and 
purpose of the questionnaire in accordance with 
the prescribed procedures. The evaluation time 
of all scales was about 30 mins.  
 

Measure 
1) Social exclusion scale 
The social exclusion scale developed by Wu et al. 
(20) was used to conduct a questionnaire survey 
on the subjects of this study. The questionnaire 
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contains 19 questions, which are scored on a 
scale of 1–5 (never–always). The higher the de-
gree of social exclusion is, the higher the final 
score will be. The Cronbach’s α coefficient was 
0.95. The results of inflammatory factor analysis 
were CFI=0.93, TLI=0.91, RMSEA=0.03, and 
SRMR=0.04, indicating that the scale had rela-
tively good structural validity. 
 
2) Inferiority feelings scale  
The inferiority scale developed by The Insight 
Group of Peking University according to the 
characteristics of Chinese community youths was 
adopted (21). It consisted of 5 dimensions and 36 
items to measure the inferiority degree of an in-
dividual in terms of physical fitness, appearance, 
learning ability, social confidence, and self-
respect. Five-point Likert scale was used to eval-
uate the scale dimension items. The stronger the 
community youth inferiority feeling is, the higher 
the score will be. At the same time, there was no 
correlation between social expectation tendency 
and the score of the scale to avoid the influence 
of social expectation deviation on the scale evalu-
ation. The Cronbach’s α coefficient was a=0.843. 
 
3) Ruminative responses scale  
The rumination scale developed by Han et al. 
(22) was used to evaluate the subjects. The scale 
contained 3 dimensions (introspection and rumi-
nation, compulsive thinking, and symptom rumi-
nation) and 22 items, all of which were evaluated 
and scored using the 1–4 (never–always) four-
level evaluation method. The Cronbach’s α coef-
ficient was 0.93, and the Cronbach’s α coeffi-
cients of the three dimensions were between 0.86 
and 0.94.  
 
Statistical analysis 
Statistical software SPSS 20.0 (IBM Corp., Ar-
monk, NY, USA) was used for the statistical 
analysis of the above data. Pearson correlation 
analysis was used to analyze the relationship be-
tween social exclusion, inferiority feeling of 
community youths, and rumination. Software 
AMOS 21.0 was used to build a model to test the 
mediating effect of rumination on social exclu-

sion and community youths’ inferiority feeling. 
Bootstrap test was used to analyze the mediating 
effect data of rumination, and P<0.05 was con-
sidered statistically significant.  
 

Results  
 
Common method deviation 
To avoid a homogeneity error that could poten-
tially mislead or confuse the result of the re-
search, this study conducted the single-factor 
Harman test and deviation test on the methods 
related to social exclusion, inferiority feeling of 
community youths, and the measuring project on 
ruminant thinking for exploratory analysis. The 
features of the principal component value greater 
than 1 could be extracted. The first component 
explained 22.87% of the total variance, which 
was relatively small compared to the critical value 
of 40%. Therefore, there was no serious devia-
tion problem in the common methods used in 
this study. 
 
Correlation analysis 
The correlation analysis of social exclusion, ru-
mination, and inferiority was conducted by the 
Pearson method. The results in Table 1 shows 
positive correlations among the scores of inferi-
ority scale, social exclusion scale, and rumination 
scale (P<0.05). 
 
Mediating effect of rumination on social ex-
clusion and inferiority of community youths 
The structural equation model was constructed 
with the social exclusion score as the independ-
ent variable, rumination score as the intermediate 
variable, and inferiority score as the dependent 
variable. The fitting indexes of the model were 
relatively good (RMSEA=0.02, AGFI=0.89, 
CFI=0.89, TLI=0.93, IFI=0.92, NFI=0.88, df=4, 

2=18.35), indicating that the proposed model 
was acceptable. In this model, the passage of so-
cial exclusion from rumination to inferiority was 
statistically significant (P<0.05) as shown in Fig. 
1. 
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Table 1: Correlation Analysis between Variables(r) 

 

Variables 
(points) 

sx   Forced 
Thinking 

Reflection Symptoms 
of Rumi-

nant 

Inferiority 
Feeling 

Social 
Exclusion 

Forced Thinking 10.85±2.13      
Reflection  10.08±2.51 0.491*     
Symptoms of 
Ruminant 

21.85±3.65 0.364* 0.393*    

Inferiority Feeling 18.99±2.18 0.136* 0.116* 0.231*   

Social Exclusion 42.15±4.59 0.314* 0.242* 0.417* 0.194*  
RRS Total 42.39±5.46 0.812* 0.764* 0.859* 0.186* 0.421* 

Annotation：*P<0.05 

 

 
 

Fig. 1: Mediation models of rumination, social exclusion and inferiority 

 
The bias-corrected percentile bootstrap algorithm 
was used to test the mediating effect of rumina-
tion on the social exclusion and inferiority of 
community youths. Rumination had a mediating 
effect on the relationship between social exclu-
sion and inferiority of community youths in the 
95% confidence interval (0.12–0.52), where 0 was 
not in this interval. This finding indicated that the 
mediating effect of the rumination model was 

established with a significant effect of 66.10%. 
Ruminant thinking had a significant partial medi-
ating effect in the relationship between social ex-
clusion and inferiority feeling, in which the indi-
rect effect was 0.078, the direct effect was 0.04, 
and the total effect was 0.118. The ratio between 
direct effect and mediation effect was approxi-
mately 1:2, as shown in Table 2. 

 
Table 2: Effect Size and Effect Value of Mediation 

 

Mediation Way Effect Size Effect of the 
Amount 

Interval 
Value (95%) 

Social Exclusion Ruminant 

Thinking  Inferiority Feeling 

0.421*0.186=0.078 0.078/0.118=66.10% (0.12-0.52) 

Direct Effect 0.040 0.040/0.118=33.90% (0.03-0.09) 
Total Effect 0.078+0.040=0.118   

 

Discussion  
 
Table 1 shows that there was a positive correla-
tion between social exclusion and community 
youths’ sense of inferiority (P<0.05), which is 

similar to the findings of Mao et al. (23). Nega-
tive social events experienced by community 
youths may have a positive predictive effect on 
their negative emotions, such as anxiety, inferiori-
ty feeling, and depression (24), and “self-denial” 
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is the core and essential content of inferiority 
feeling (25), while comparing with normal youths, 
inferior youths are more sensitive to social exclu-
sion, mostly take a look at problems with a nega-
tive state of mind, and often deny their thoughts 
(26). In addition, ruminant thinking and commu-
nity youths’ inferiority mentality also have a cer-
tain positive correlation, which may be due to the 
high rumination thinking of community youths 
mostly being a kind of relatively negative pro-
cessing mode of thinking about things or people 
around you. The youths show more of a negative 
attitude, and most of them will suppress their 
emotions out of their psychological conflict; over 
time, they will lack their value to have confi-
dence, making it easier for them to form an infe-
riority feeling. When the value formation of 
community youths are under a variety of psycho-
logical conflicts at the same time, in the face of 
the school and family-reality pressure, the most 
troubled relationships occur when the social and 
self-abased psychology are closely linked, given 
that this stage is when the relationship between 
the adolescents and teachers, parents, and other 
youths are most tense. This also confirms the 
results of our research. Moreover, inferior youths 
have difficulty developing self-confidence and 
facing and solving related problems, which have 
an important influence on the level of their men-
tal health. The results also showed that a positive 
correlation exists between social exclusion and 
rumination. This may be because after experienc-
ing social exclusion, community youths will usu-
ally form a more negative cognitive mode, name-
ly, rumination. However, community youths with 
higher rumination will show upward counterfac-
tual thinking and more negative thoughts. Such 
negative rumination will have a negative impact 
on social interaction, resulting in more disharmo-
nious interpersonal relationships and unreasona-
ble self-recognition and evaluation as well as fur-
ther aggravating the inferiority feeling.  
Social exclusion has a positive predictive effect 
on rumination, which is consistent with the re-
sults of other studies (27-28). This may be be-
cause social exclusion provides rumination with 
content for reflection, while social exclusion can 

also stimulate the negative stress state of com-
munity youths. When community youths suffer 
from negative events such as social exclusion, 
they are more likely to immerse themselves in a 
state of repeated thinking about negative things 
to improve their rumination level. In addition, 
rumination has a positive predictive effect on in-
feriority. This may be due to the fact that indi-
viduals’ ruminant thinking and the inferiority of 
community youths are a kind of subjective expe-
rience. The level of ruminant thinking is relatively 
high for community youths as the generation of 
inferiority feeling provides good space and condi-
tion that greatly motivate them to expand out of 
their thoughts, meaning that it is difficult to mak-
ing and accepts more friends. In this state of self-
protection, they produce and experience the cor-
responding inferiority feeling. The social exclu-
sion does not have a significant predictive effect 
on inferiority, which may be due to the fact that 
social exclusion does not have a direct impact on 
an adolescent’s inferiority but does so through 
some intermediary variable, which is consistent 
with the theory of rational emotion (28). The idea 
is that it is people’s perception of time (rumina-
tion, etc.), rather than the event itself, that deter-
mines individual behavior.  
Rumination plays a mediating role in the relation-
ship between social exclusion and inferiority. Af-
ter experiencing social exclusion, community 
youths with relatively high rumination level will 
habitually reflect on the causes of this situation 
instead of seeking how to change this situation. 
Thus, they will be immersed in pain and unable 
to get away from it, making it easy for them to 
form a relatively negative cognitive mode (29). 
The social exclusion experienced by community 
youths is processed by ruminative thinking, 
which enhances their sense of inferiority and has 
a serious impact on their physical and mental 
health (30). According to the mediating model of 
inferiority, social exclusion, and rumination es-
tablished in this study, the improvement of infe-
riority and the maintenance of mental health of 
community youths can be accomplished by re-
ducing their social exclusion. If community 
youths experience all positive events in their life, 
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then their rumination level will be very low or 
even nonexistent, and they will be full of confi-
dence and positive cognitive mode, making them 
not prone to inferiority feeling (31). However, in 
reality, most contemporary community youths 
are faced with various pressures, and there is a 
big discrepancy between ideal and reality. It is 
difficult to reduce inferiority feelings by reducing 
social exclusion alone.  
According to the model in this study, rumination 
can also be used as the entry point. Although it is 
difficult to predict social exclusion, if the charac-
teristics of rumination can be changed, then a 
community youth’s inferiority will be reduced to 
the greatest extent because social exclusion can 
affect their inferiority through the rumination 
mediating effect (32). Furthermore, community 
youths can dare to face and solve their problems, 
look at the problem positively and optimistically, 
explore the positive side of negative events, and 
change their ruminant thinking.  
 

Conclusion  
 
To intervene the inferiority feeling of community 
youth, decrease their psychological injury, this 
study explores the influence of social exclusion 
on the inferiority feeling of community youth and 
the mediating role of rumination in the relation-
ship between them. Social exclusion, inferiority, 
and rumination are positively correlated. Social 
exclusion may generate a positive prediction 
function on ruminant thinking, ruminant thinking 
has a predictive value on inferiority feeling, and 
the direct prediction effect of social exclusion on 
inferiority feeling has statistical significance. Ru-
minant thinking between social exclusion and 
inferiority feeling plays a certain degree of inter-
mediary function for community youths. 
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