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Abstract:

Objective: This study aimed to examine the structural relationships between social anxiety and
emotion regulation with adolescent smartphone addiction, emphasizing the mediating role of
experiential avoidance.

Methods and Materials: This fundamental study employed a descriptive—correlational design
using structural equation modeling. The statistical population consisted of male and female
adolescents aged 1218 years in Tehran, from whom 247 participants were selected through simple
random sampling. Data were collected using standardized questionnaires measuring smartphone
addiction, cognitive emotion regulation, social anxiety, and experiential avoidance. Statistical
analyses were conducted using SPSS-26 and LISREL-8, and model assumptions and goodness-of-
fit indices were carefully evaluated.

Findings: Structural equation modeling revealed that social anxiety and experiential avoidance had
significant positive direct effects on smartphone addiction, whereas emotion regulation had a
significant negative direct effect. Experiential avoidance also showed a significant mediating role
in the relationship between social anxiety and smartphone addiction, as well as between emotion
regulation and smartphone addiction. Overall model fit indices indicated an acceptable and robust
fit of the proposed model.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that social anxiety and deficits in emotion regulation contribute
to adolescent smartphone addiction both directly and indirectly through experiential avoidance.
Targeting experiential avoidance and enhancing adaptive emotion regulation skills may therefore
be essential components of preventive and therapeutic interventions for reducing smartphone
addiction among adolescents.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapid diffusion of smartphones has fundamentally
reshaped adolescents’ daily lives, social interactions, and
emotional regulation processes. While smartphones provide
significant benefits in communication, learning, and
entertainment, excessive and uncontrolled use has
increasingly been conceptualized as a form of behavioral
addiction with substantial psychological consequences.
Global evidence indicates that smartphone addiction among
adolescents is rising steadily across cultures and regions,
making it a pressing public mental health concern (Olson et
al., 2022). Adolescence represents a particularly vulnerable
developmental period characterized by heightened
emotional reactivity, identity exploration, and increased
reliance on peer relationships, all of which may intensify
susceptibility to problematic smartphone use (Sun et al.,
2023; Wei et al., 2023). Research has consistently linked
smartphone addiction with impaired academic performance,
sleep disturbances, emotional dysregulation, and reduced
well-being (Ge et al., 2023; Sapci et al., 2021).

Contemporary psychological models emphasize that
smartphone addiction cannot be fully explained by
technological availability alone but must be understood
through underlying emotional and cognitive mechanisms
(Gokgearslan et al., 2023; Mukherjee & Pandey, 2024).
Among these mechanisms, social anxiety has emerged as a
central risk factor. Social anxiety involves persistent fear of
negative evaluation and avoidance of social situations,
which often intensifies during adolescence (Ran et al,
2022). Adolescents with elevated social anxiety may prefer
online interactions that offer anonymity, controllability, and
reduced risk of direct judgment, thereby increasing reliance
on smartphones (Liu et al., 2024; Tao et al., 2024). Empirical
studies suggest a robust association between social anxiety
and problematic smartphone use, with evidence indicating

both unidirectional and bidirectional relationships (Wei et

al., 2023; Zhao et al., 2024).

In parallel, emotion regulation has been identified as a
key protective or risk-enhancing factor in behavioral
addictions. Emotion regulation refers to the processes
through which individuals influence the intensity, duration,
and expression of their emotional experiences (Besharat,
2016). Adolescents who struggle to regulate negative
emotions are more likely to engage in maladaptive coping
behaviors, including excessive smartphone use (Yildiz, 2017;
Zanjanjani et al.,, 2018). Empirical evidence demonstrates
that deficits in emation regulation predict higher levels of
smartphone addiction and intensify the impact of anxiety and
depressive symptoms on problematic use (Fu et al., 2020;
Gong & Liu, 2023). Conversely, adaptive emotion regulation
strategies may buffer adolescents against excessive reliance
on digital technologies (Arrivillaga et al., 2023).

Beyond direct effects, recent literature highlights the
importance of experiential avoidance as an underlying
psychological mechanism linking emotional vulnerability to
addictive behaviors. Experiential avoidance refers to the
tendency to evade or suppress unpleasant internal
experiences such as thoughts, emotions, and bodily
sensations (Hayes, 2004). Within this framework,
smartphone use may function as a readily available tool for
avoiding distress, particularly among adolescents facing
social anxiety or emotion regulation difficulties (Abbasi et
al.,, 2012; Bond et al.,, 2011). Studies indicate that
experiential avoidance is positively associated with both
social anxiety and behavioral addictions, including
problematic smartphone use (Bassak Nejad et al., 2010;
Reshadat et al.,, 2019). Recent structural models further
suggest that experiential avoidance may mediate the
relationship  between  emotional  vulnerability and
smartphone addiction (Lin et al., 2023; Mardani et al., 2022).

Despite growing evidence, limited research has
simultaneously examined social anxiety, emation regulation,
and experiential avoidance within a unified structural
framework in adolescent populations. Emerging findings

indicate that these variables interact dynamically rather than
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independently (Gao et al., 2025; Nan et al, 2024).
Addressing this gap is essential for developing theoretically
grounded and clinically effective interventions targeting
adolescent smartphone addiction.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a fundamental, descriptive—
correlational design based on structural equation modeling.
The statistical population consisted of male and female
adolescents aged 12 to 18 years residing in Tehran. Using
simple random sampling, 247 adolescents were selected to
participate. Data collection was conducted in educational
settings after obtaining the necessary ethical approvals and
informed consent.

Participants  completed  standardized  self-report
questionnaires assessing smartphone addiction, social
anxiety, emotion regulation, and experiential avoidance.
Data analysis was performed using SPSS-26 for preliminary
analyses and LISREL-8 for structural equation modeling.
Prior to model testing, assumptions of normality, linearity,
multicollinearity, and multivariate outliers were evaluated.
Model fit was assessed using multiple goodness-of-fit
indices, including chi-square to degrees of freedom ratio,
GFI, CFI, NFI, IFI, and RMSEA.

Findings

Descriptive statistics indicated moderate to high
variability across all study variables. Correlational analyses
revealed that smartphone addiction was positively associated
with social anxiety and experiential avoidance and
negatively associated with emotion regulation. Social
anxiety demonstrated a strong positive correlation with
experiential avoidance and a significant negative correlation
with emotion regulation.

Structural equation modeling showed that social anxiety
had a significant positive direct effect on smartphone
addiction, while emotion regulation had a significant
negative direct effect. Experiential avoidance also exerted a
significant positive direct effect on smartphone addiction.
Additionally, social anxiety significantly predicted higher

levels of experiential avoidance, whereas emotion regulation

significantly predicted lower levels of experiential
avoidance.

Mediation analyses indicated that experiential avoidance
partially mediated the relationship between social anxiety
and smartphone addiction, as well as the relationship
between emotion regulation and smartphone addiction.
Overall, the proposed structural model demonstrated
satisfactory goodness-of-fit indices, indicating that the
hypothesized relationships were well supported by the data.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the multifaceted
psychological nature of adolescent smartphone addiction.
Social anxiety emerged as a significant risk factor, both
directly and indirectly, highlighting the role of smartphones
as a compensatory mechanism for managing interpersonal
fears and discomfort. Adolescents with elevated social
anxiety appear more inclined to rely on smartphones to avoid
distressing social encounters, thereby reinforcing patterns of
excessive use.

Emotion regulation played a critical protective role, as
stronger regulatory capacities were associated with reduced
smartphone addiction. Adolescents capable of managing
negative emotions effectively were less dependent on
external tools for emotional relief. Importantly, experiential
avoidance functioned as a central psychological mechanism
linking emotional vulnerability to addictive smartphone
behaviors. When adolescents lacked effective emotion
regulation skills, they were more likely to engage in
experiential avoidance, increasing their reliance on
smartphones as a means of escaping internal distress.

These results suggest that smartphone addiction in
adolescence is not merely a behavioral habit but a
maladaptive coping strategy embedded within broader
emotional regulation processes. Interventions focusing
solely on limiting smartphone use may therefore be
insufficient. Instead, preventive and therapeutic approaches
should target underlying emotional processes, particularly
social anxiety, experiential avoidance, and deficits in

emotion regulation.
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In conclusion, this study provides an integrative model psychological mechanisms, clinicians, educators, and
explaining adolescent smartphone addiction through the policymakers can develop more effective strategies to
interaction of social anxiety, emotion regulation, and reduce problematic smartphone use and promote healthier
experiential avoidance. By addressing these interconnected emotional development among adolescents.
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