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Background: Alongside its benefits, internet use can pave the way for addiction among university
students. Research indicates that psychological distress and alexithymia have a significant impact on
social media addiction in students. Furthermore, difficulties in emotion regulation have been cited as
a key factor in the development of internet addiction.

Aims: The present study aimed to investigate the structural model of social media addiction based
on psychological distress and alexithymia, with a focus on the mediating role of difficulties in
emotion regulation among university students.

Methods: This was a basic research study employing a descriptive-correlational design based on
Structural Equation Modeling(SEM). The statistical population comprised all undergraduate students
at the Islamic Azad University, North Tehran Branch, during the 2024-2025 academic year. A sample
of 403 students was selected via multi-stage cluster sampling. Participants completed the Mobile-
Based Social Media Addiction Scale (Khajehahmadi, 2016), the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress
Scale (DASS-21; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995), the Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20; Bagby,
Parker, & Taylor, 1994), and the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS; Gratz & Roemer,
2004). Data were analyzed using SEM with SPSS27 and AMOS26 software.

Results: The results from the structural equation modeling showed that the proposed model
explained 25% of the variance in social media addiction. The path analysis indicated that difficulties
in cognitive emotion regulation played a fully significant mediating role. Specifically, the indirect
paths from psychological distress (including anxiety with a coefficient of f=0/066, stress with
[=0/060, and depression with 3=0/148) and from alexithymia ($=0/593) to social media addiction were
positive and significant (p<0/001).

Conclusion: It can be concluded that students who experienced higher levels of psychological
distress and alexithymia, and also struggled with emotion regulation, exhibited greater social media
addiction. Therefore, developing preventive programs and effective interventions is crucial to prevent
dependency on social media.
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The ubiquity of smartphones has been paralleled by
an increase in problematic usage, characterized by
impaired control and significant disruptions to daily
life, often termed social media addiction (Sanchez-
Fernandez et al., 2022). This trend underscores the
critical need to identify underlying psychological
factors to develop effective preventive strategies
(Tremblay et al., 2020). Previous research has
established psychological distress as a key predictor
of social media addiction (Tollett-Prado et al., 2023).
Similarly, alexithymia has been strongly linked to this
problematic behavior (Terzioglu & Ugurlu, 2023).
Furthermore, difficulties in cognitive emotion
regulation have been identified as a crucial mediator
that explains the relationship between these internal
states and addictive tendencies (Brown & Wilson,
2022; Arabi et al.,, 2021). Given that university
students are constantly exposed to a vast array of
online stimuli, an approach focused on identifying
individual predisposing factors appears more
effective than one centered on diagnosis alone
(Ghiwaglio et al., 2022). Therefore, this study aimed
to test a structural model of social media addiction
based on psychological distress and alexithymia, with
the mediating role of difficulties in cognitive emotion
regulation, among students at Islamic Azad
University.

Method

This study utilized a cross-sectional, descriptive-
correlational design. The target population consisted
of all undergraduate students (N = 98/562) at Islamic
Azad University, North Tehran Branch, during the
2024-2025 academic year. A sample of 403 students
was recruited via multi-stage cluster sampling, a size
deemed appropriate for structural equation modeling
(Kline, 2005). The procedure involved the random
selection of three faculties, from which several
undergraduate classes were then randomly chosen.

After obtaining informed consent, participants
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completed a battery of self-report measures,
including: the Mobile-Based Social Media Addiction
Scale (Khajeh Ahmadi, 2016), the Depression,
Anxiety, and Stress Scale (DASS-21; Lovibond &
Lovibond, 1995), the Toronto Alexithymia Scale
(TAS-20; Bagby et al., 1994), and the Difficulties in
Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS; Gratz & Roemer,
2004). Inclusion was limited to undergraduate
students without self-reported diagnosed mental or
physical disorders. Incomplete questionnaires or
unwillingness to participate served as exclusion
criteria. Data were analyzed using Structural
Equation Modeling (SEM) with AMOS software.

Results

The sample (N = 403) comprised 334 females and 69
males. Preliminary analyses confirmed that the data
met the key assumptions for Structural Equation
Modeling (SEM). The hypothesized structural model
was tested using SEM with Maximum Likelihood
(ML) estimation in AMOS 24.0. The model
demonstrated an acceptable fit to the data, as
indicated by multiple goodness-of-fit. The total
effects (direct and indirect) of anxiety, stress,
depression, and alexithymia on social media
addiction were positive and significant (all p<0/001).
Direct paths from anxiety (B = .304), stress
(B=0/249), depression (p=0/441), and alexithymia
(B=0/249) to social media addiction were significant,
as were their indirect effects through difficulties in
emotion regulation (anxiety f=0/066, stress =060,
depression [=0/148, alexithymia P=0/593). These
results indicate that anxiety, stress, depression,
alexithymia, and difficulties in emotion regulation
significantly and positively influence social media
addiction among students. Furthermore, difficulties
in emotion regulation significantly mediate the
relationships between these psychological factors and
social media addiction.

Table 1: Fit indices of the original and modified structural model

Fitness indicators

chi square

Degree of freedom of the model

dfY/y
GFI

Modified model cut point
2/235
0/132 -
2/235 Less than 3
1/000 />
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Table 2: Total and direct path coefficients between the research variables in the structural mode

path b B SE t

Anxiety — Difficulties in Emotion Regulation 0/550 0/451 0/061 0/001
Difficulties in Emotion Regulation — Social Media Addiction 0/336 0/272 0/047 0/001
Direct Path: Anxiety — Social Media Addiction 0/398 0/304 0/046 0/001

Indirect Path: Anxiety — Social Media Addiction 0/339 0/066 0/406 0/001

Total Path: Anxiety — Social Media Addiction 0/571 0/148 0/311 0/001

Stress — Difficulties in Emotion Regulation 0/532 0/466 0/065 0/001
Difficulties in Emotion Regulation — Social Media Addiction 0/336 0/272 0/047 0/001
Direct Path: Stress — Social Media Addiction 0/365 0/249 0/050 0/001

Indirect Path: Stress — Social Media Addiction 0/349 0/060 0/427 0/001

Total Path: Stress — Social Media Addiction 0/610 0/135 0/349 0/001
Depression — Difficulties in Emotion Regulation 0/152 0/156 0/054 0/001
Difficulties in Emotion Regulation — Social Media Addiction 0/336 0/272 0/047 0/001
Direct Path: Depression — Social Media Addiction 0/742 0/441 0/041 0/001
Indirect Path: Depression — Social Media Addiction 0/571 0/148 0/311 0/001
Total Path: Depression — Social Media Addiction 1/471 0/889 0/086 0/001
Alexithymia — Difficulties in Emotion Regulation 0/308 0/279 0/067 0/001
Difficulties in Emotion Regulation — Social Media Addiction 0/336 0/272 0/047 0/001
Direct Path: Alexithymia — Social Media Addiction 0/338 0/249 0/052 0/001
Indirect Path: Alexithymia — Social Media Addiction 0/860 0/593 0/056 0/001
Total Path: Alexithymia — Social Media Addiction 0/421 0/342 0/043 0/001

Figure 1: Standardized Estimates in the Structural Equation Model

Conclusion

The study supports a model where psychological
distress and alexithymia predict social media
addiction primarily through difficulties in emotion
regulation.  Students experiencing loneliness,
isolation, and functional impairments may use social
media maladaptively to relieve negative emotions,
fostering dependency. Similarly, individuals with

alexithymia, who have trouble identifying and
expressing emotions, may prefer social media’s less
emotionally demanding environment. Emotional
dysregulation emerges as a central mechanism:
lacking skills to manage emotions leads to internet
use for emotional avoidance, which can solidify into
addiction. Limitations include the cross-sectional
design and a single-university sample, limiting causal
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inference and generalizability. Future research should
replicate  findings with diverse samples and
longitudinal designs to explore developmental
pathways and gender differences. Practically, the
strong link between emotional difficulties and social
media addiction highlights the need for universities to
implement evidence-based programs enhancing
emotional awareness, distress tolerance, and coping
skills to prevent addiction among students.
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