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Purpose: The present study aimed to investigate the role of psychological distress 

and social adjustment in predicting mobile-based social network addiction among 

adolescents. 

Methods and Materials: This study was fundamental in purpose and employed a 

descriptive-correlational design. The statistical population consisted of all male and 

female secondary school students in Dujail City, Salah al-Din Province, Iraq, during 

the 2025–2026 academic year. Using Cochran’s formula and a multistage cluster 

random sampling method, 383 students were selected to participate in the study. Data 

were collected using the California Social Adjustment Questionnaire, the Depression 

Anxiety Stress Scales (DASS-21), and the Mobile-Based Social Network Addiction 

Questionnaire. Descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation coefficients, and 

simultaneous multiple regression analyses were conducted using SPSS version 26. 

Findings: The results indicated a significant positive relationship between 

psychological distress and mobile-based social network addiction (r = .38, p < .01). 

Social adjustment was negatively and significantly associated with mobile-based 

social network addiction (r = -.27, p < .01). Furthermore, psychological distress and 

social adjustment were significantly correlated with each other (r = -.35, p < .01). 

The assumptions of normality and absence of multicollinearity were satisfied before 

conducting regression analysis. Simultaneous multiple regression analysis 

demonstrated that psychological distress and social adjustment jointly predicted 

mobile-based social network addiction, with the overall model being statistically 

significant, F(2, 380) = 32.03, p < .001. The predictor variables explained 19% of the 

variance in mobile-based social network addiction (R² = .19). Psychological distress 

positively predicted social network addiction (β = .13, t = 4.45, p < .001), whereas 

social adjustment negatively predicted social network addiction (β = -.16, t = -4.65, 

p < .001). 

Conclusion: The findings suggest that psychological distress is a significant risk 

factor, whereas social adjustment serves as a protective factor against mobile-based 

social network addiction among adolescents. Adolescents experiencing higher levels 

of depression, anxiety, and stress are more likely to engage excessively in social 

networking activities, while those with stronger social adjustment skills demonstrate 

lower vulnerability to problematic social media use.  
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1. Introduction 

dolescence is a critical developmental period 

characterized by profound biological, cognitive, 

emotional, and social transformations that shape individuals’ 

future well-being and psychosocial functioning. During this 

stage, adolescents increasingly seek autonomy, peer 

acceptance, identity formation, and social connectedness 

while simultaneously navigating various developmental 

challenges. The rapid advancement of digital technologies 

has significantly altered the social environment in which 

adolescents develop, making social networking platforms an 

integral component of daily life. Mobile devices, particularly 

smartphones, have facilitated continuous access to social 

media applications, allowing adolescents to communicate, 

share experiences, seek information, and construct social 

identities in unprecedented ways. While these technologies 

provide numerous opportunities for learning, social 

interaction, and emotional support, concerns have emerged 

regarding excessive and maladaptive patterns of use. 

Consequently, mobile-based social network addiction has 

become an increasingly important public health issue among 

adolescents worldwide (Amirthalingam & Khera, 2024; 

Haddock et al., 2022; Wang, 2023). The growing prevalence 

of problematic social media use has prompted researchers to 

investigate the psychological and social factors that 

contribute to the development and maintenance of addictive 

online behaviors among young people (Ahmead et al., 2025; 

Doan et al., 2022; Surathkumaar et al., 2025). 

Mobile-based social network addiction refers to a pattern 

of excessive, compulsive, and poorly controlled engagement 

with social networking platforms through mobile devices, 

resulting in impairment in personal, social, academic, or 

emotional functioning. Unlike ordinary social media use, 

addictive use is characterized by symptoms such as 

preoccupation, loss of control, withdrawal-like experiences 

when access is restricted, excessive time investment, and 

continued use despite negative consequences. Contemporary 

theoretical models conceptualize social media addiction as a 

behavioral addiction that shares several characteristics with 

substance-related and other non-substance-related addictive 

disorders. Researchers have reported that adolescents 

represent one of the most vulnerable groups due to their 

developmental sensitivity to social rewards, peer approval, 

emotional fluctuations, and identity exploration processes 

(Amirthalingam & Khera, 2024; Brand et al., 2024; García‐

Manglano et al., 2021). Recent epidemiological studies have 

demonstrated increasing rates of problematic social media 

use among adolescents and young adults, suggesting that 

social media addiction constitutes a significant challenge for 

educational systems, families, and mental health 

professionals (Ahmead et al., 2025; Surathkumaar et al., 

2025; Wang, 2023). Furthermore, systematic reviews 

indicate that excessive social media engagement is 

associated with a broad range of adverse psychosocial 

outcomes, including emotional distress, interpersonal 

difficulties, academic impairment, reduced life satisfaction, 

and diminished psychological well-being (Awopetu et al., 

2024; Burgess, 2025; Cabezas-Klinger, 2025). 

One of the psychological variables that has attracted 

substantial attention in this context is psychological distress. 

Psychological distress is generally defined as a state of 

emotional suffering characterized by symptoms of 

depression, anxiety, stress, and emotional dysregulation. 

Adolescents experiencing elevated levels of psychological 

distress often encounter difficulties in coping with daily 

challenges and may seek alternative mechanisms to alleviate 

negative emotional states. Social networking platforms may 

provide immediate opportunities for distraction, emotional 

escape, social reassurance, and validation, thereby 

increasing the likelihood of excessive use among 

psychologically distressed individuals. The compensatory 

internet use framework suggests that individuals who 

experience emotional discomfort may engage in excessive 

online activities as a means of regulating negative emotions 

or compensating for unmet psychological needs. 

Consequently, psychological distress may function as both a 

precursor and consequence of problematic social media 

engagement, creating a reciprocal cycle that perpetuates 

maladaptive behavior (Conley et al., 2023; Lin & Guo, 2024; 

Mei & Wang, 2024). Numerous empirical investigations 

have supported this proposition by demonstrating significant 

associations between symptoms of anxiety, depression, 

stress, and addictive patterns of social media use among 

adolescents and young adults (Draženović et al., 2023; 

Marciano et al., 2022; Prasad et al., 2023). Similarly, studies 

examining smartphone addiction have found that 

emotionally distressed adolescents are more likely to engage 

in excessive digital behaviors, suggesting that psychological 

vulnerability constitutes an important risk factor for 

technology-related addictions (Burgess, 2025; Marano et al., 

2025; Wang, 2023). 

Recent literature has increasingly emphasized the 

relationship between social media use and adolescent mental 

health outcomes. Meta-analytic and systematic review 

A 
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evidence suggests that problematic social media use is 

associated with elevated levels of depression, anxiety, 

loneliness, emotional instability, and diminished 

psychological well-being (Awopetu et al., 2024; Cabezas-

Klinger, 2025; Marciano et al., 2022). Research conducted 

during and after the COVID-19 pandemic further 

highlighted how increased reliance on digital 

communication platforms contributed to changes in 

emotional functioning among adolescents and students 

(Draženović et al., 2023; Yu & Du, 2022). Moreover, 

scholars have reported that prolonged exposure to social 

comparison, cyberbullying, unrealistic social standards, and 

fear of missing out may exacerbate emotional distress and 

contribute to the development of addictive social networking 

behaviors (Bottaro & Faraci, 2022; Falcón-Linares et al., 

2023; Marano et al., 2025). Studies have also suggested that 

adolescents who experience internalizing difficulties are 

particularly susceptible to problematic online engagement 

because digital environments may offer temporary relief 

from psychological discomfort while simultaneously 

reinforcing avoidance-oriented coping strategies (Brand et 

al., 2024; Conley et al., 2023; Prasad et al., 2023). 

In addition to psychological distress, social adjustment 

represents another important factor that may influence 

adolescents’ vulnerability to mobile-based social network 

addiction. Social adjustment refers to an individual's ability 

to establish satisfying interpersonal relationships, conform 

to social norms, fulfill social roles effectively, and adapt 

successfully to social environments. Adolescents who 

demonstrate strong social adjustment skills typically possess 

effective communication abilities, positive peer 

relationships, family support, and adaptive coping strategies. 

In contrast, socially maladjusted adolescents may experience 

interpersonal difficulties, social isolation, rejection, or 

diminished social competence, increasing their likelihood of 

seeking alternative forms of social interaction through online 

platforms. From a developmental perspective, social 

networking sites may serve as compensatory environments 

for adolescents who struggle to achieve meaningful social 

connections in offline settings (Campione‐Barr et al., 2024; 

Knowles & Danzi, 2025; Liu et al., 2024). Accordingly, 

deficiencies in social adjustment may increase the 

attractiveness of virtual social interactions and contribute to 

excessive dependence on digital communication 

technologies. 

Family and social contexts play a central role in shaping 

adolescents’ adjustment and technology-use behaviors. 

Research has consistently demonstrated that supportive 

family relationships, effective parental monitoring, healthy 

peer interactions, and positive social environments 

contribute to adaptive adolescent development and reduce 

engagement in problematic behaviors (Campione‐Barr et al., 

2024; García‐Manglano et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2024). 

Conversely, family conflict, inadequate social support, and 

poor interpersonal functioning have been associated with 

increased psychological distress and problematic digital 

media use. Adolescents who lack supportive offline 

relationships may become increasingly dependent on social 

networking platforms to satisfy their social and emotional 

needs (Knowles & Danzi, 2025; Prochnow et al., 2025; Rutte 

et al., 2024). Research examining online social support has 

shown that digital environments can provide meaningful 

emotional connections; however, excessive reliance on 

virtual relationships may sometimes undermine the 

development of healthy offline social competencies 

(Knowles & Danzi, 2025; Prochnow et al., 2025). Therefore, 

social adjustment may function as both a protective and risk 

factor depending on the quality and balance of adolescents’ 

online and offline social experiences. 

Although much of the literature emphasizes the harmful 

consequences of excessive social media use, researchers 

have also highlighted the potential benefits of digital 

technologies when used appropriately. Social networking 

platforms can facilitate social connectedness, information 

sharing, emotional expression, identity exploration, and 

access to supportive communities (Haddock et al., 2022; 

Prochnow et al., 2025; Yu & Du, 2022). Positive digital 

engagement may contribute to social learning and 

psychological well-being under certain conditions. 

However, the distinction between adaptive and maladaptive 

use remains critical. Evidence suggests that when online 

engagement becomes excessive, compulsive, or emotionally 

dependent, the protective benefits diminish and negative 

outcomes become more prominent (Brand et al., 2024; 

Cabezas-Klinger, 2025; Marano et al., 2025). This dual 

nature of social media highlights the importance of 

identifying individual differences that influence adolescents’ 

responses to digital environments. 

Researchers have increasingly explored factors that may 

protect adolescents against problematic social media use and 

its adverse consequences. Protective variables such as self-

compassion, mindfulness, resilience, social support, and 

adaptive coping have demonstrated promising associations 

with reduced technology addiction and improved 

psychological well-being (Falcón-Linares et al., 2023; 

Manjanatha et al., 2025; Samanta et al., 2024). Intervention-

https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3041-8828
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focused reviews have further suggested that prevention and 

treatment programs targeting emotional regulation, social 

competence, and healthy technology habits may effectively 

reduce problematic internet and social media use among 

adolescents (Cañas & Estévez, 2021). These findings 

underscore the importance of examining both vulnerability 

and protective factors when investigating the determinants 

of social media addiction. In particular, psychological 

distress may represent a significant vulnerability factor, 

whereas social adjustment may operate as a protective 

mechanism that reduces adolescents’ reliance on virtual 

environments for emotional and social fulfillment. 

Despite the growing body of international research, 

relatively limited evidence is available regarding the 

simultaneous contribution of psychological distress and 

social adjustment to mobile-based social network addiction 

among adolescents in Middle Eastern contexts. Most 

previous studies have examined either psychological 

variables or social factors independently, while fewer 

investigations have explored their combined predictive 

value within a comprehensive framework. Furthermore, 

cultural differences in family structures, social relationships, 

educational environments, and patterns of technology use 

necessitate context-specific investigations to better 

understand adolescent behavior. Given the increasing 

prevalence of smartphone ownership and social media 

engagement among adolescents, identifying key 

psychological and social determinants of addictive use is 

essential for designing effective prevention and intervention 

strategies (Akhlaq et al., 2022; Doan et al., 2022; Kaur et al., 

2023). Understanding how psychological distress and social 

adjustment interact with mobile-based social network 

addiction may provide valuable insights for educators, 

mental health practitioners, families, and policymakers 

seeking to promote healthy adolescent development in an 

increasingly digital world. 

Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the role 

of psychological distress and social adjustment in predicting 

mobile-based social network addiction among adolescents. 

2. Methods and Materials 

2.1. Study Design and Participants 

The present study was fundamental in terms of its 

objective and employed a descriptive-correlational research 

design. The study population consisted of all male and 

female secondary school students enrolled in schools in 

Dujail City, Salah al-Din Province, Iraq, during the 2025–

2026 academic year. The total population was estimated to 

include approximately 16,500 students. Based on Cochran’s 

sample size formula, a sample of 375 students was selected 

for participation in the study. A multistage cluster random 

sampling procedure was employed to ensure adequate 

representation of students from different educational 

districts. Initially, two educational districts were randomly 

selected from the various districts within Dujail City. 

Subsequently, four schools were randomly chosen from each 

selected district, resulting in a total of eight schools. From 

each school, three classes were randomly selected, and all 

students within the selected classes who expressed 

willingness to participate were included in the study. Prior 

to data collection, official permissions were obtained from 

the University of Tabriz and the Dujail Education 

Directorate. After the necessary administrative coordination 

with school principals and teachers, the selected schools 

were visited, and participants completed the research 

questionnaires under standardized conditions. Participation 

was voluntary, and confidentiality and anonymity of 

responses were ensured throughout the study. 

2.2. Measures 

California Social Adjustment Questionnaire: Social 

adjustment was assessed using the California Social 

Adjustment Questionnaire developed by Clark and 

colleagues in 1953. This instrument is one of the most 

widely used measures for evaluating social adjustment and 

consists of 90 items designed to assess six dimensions of 

social adjustment, including social standards, social skills, 

antisocial tendencies, family relationships, educational 

relationships, and social relationships. Responses are 

recorded using a three-point Likert-type scale ranging from 

“Never” to “Sometimes” and “Always.” Higher scores 

indicate greater levels of social adjustment. Previous studies 

have demonstrated the instrument’s strong psychometric 

properties. Khodayarifard reported an internal consistency 

coefficient of 0.98 using Cronbach’s alpha, indicating 

excellent reliability. Furthermore, John, Burt, and Stephens 

reported a test–retest reliability coefficient of 0.54 and an 

internal consistency coefficient of 0.81 using the Kuder–

Richardson Formula 20, supporting the questionnaire’s 

reliability and suitability for research purposes. The 

questionnaire has been extensively used in adolescent 

populations and has demonstrated satisfactory validity and 

reliability across different cultural contexts. 

https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3041-8828
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Depression Anxiety Stress Scales (DASS-21): 

Psychological distress was measured using the Depression 

Anxiety Stress Scales-21 (DASS-21), developed by 

Lovibond and Lovibond in 1995. The DASS-21 is a self-

report instrument consisting of 21 items designed to assess 

three negative emotional states: depression, anxiety, and 

stress. Each subscale contains seven items. Participants 

respond to each item on a four-point Likert scale ranging 

from 0 (“Did not apply to me at all”) to 3 (“Applied to me 

very much or most of the time”). Higher scores reflect 

greater levels of psychological distress. Specifically, items 

1, 6, 8, 11, 12, 14, and 18 assess stress; items 2, 4, 7, 9, 15, 

19, and 20 assess depression; and items 3, 5, 10, 13, 16, 17, 

and 21 assess anxiety. The DASS-21 has demonstrated 

strong psychometric characteristics in numerous studies. 

Abolghasemi and Narimani reported Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficients of 0.81 for depression, 0.73 for anxiety, and 0.85 

for stress. Criterion-related validity was established through 

significant correlations with the Beck Depression Inventory, 

yielding coefficients of 0.66 for depression, 0.67 for anxiety, 

and 0.49 for stress. These findings support the validity and 

reliability of the DASS-21 as a comprehensive measure of 

psychological distress among adolescents. 

Mobile-Based Social Network Addiction Questionnaire: 

Mobile-based social network addiction was assessed using 

the Mobile-Based Social Network Addiction Questionnaire 

developed by Khajeh Amiri and colleagues in 2016. The 

questionnaire contains 23 items and evaluates four major 

dimensions of social network addiction: personal 

functioning, time management, self-control, and social 

relationships. Responses are scored on a five-point Likert 

scale ranging from 1 (“Strongly Disagree”) to 5 (“Strongly 

Agree”). Higher total scores indicate greater levels of 

addiction to mobile-based social networking platforms. The 

instrument was specifically developed to assess problematic 

social network use among adolescents and young adults in 

contemporary digital environments. Evidence for content 

and face validity was established through expert evaluation 

by ten university faculty members. Reliability analysis 

conducted by the developers revealed a Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficient of 0.92, indicating excellent internal consistency. 

The questionnaire has been shown to possess adequate 

psychometric properties and is considered an appropriate 

instrument for assessing social network addiction among 

adolescent populations. 

2.3. Data Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted using both descriptive and 

inferential statistical techniques. Descriptive statistics, 

including frequency distributions, percentages, means, and 

standard deviations, were calculated to summarize 

participants’ demographic characteristics and study 

variables. Inferential statistical analyses were employed to 

examine the relationships among psychological distress, 

social adjustment, and mobile-based social network 

addiction. Pearson’s correlation coefficient was used to 

assess the strength and direction of bivariate relationships 

among the study variables. Furthermore, simultaneous 

multiple regression analysis was conducted to determine the 

predictive roles of psychological distress and social 

adjustment in explaining variance in mobile-based social 

network addiction among adolescents. All statistical 

analyses were performed using the Statistical Package for 

the Social Sciences (SPSS), version 26. Statistical 

significance was evaluated at the conventional significance 

level of 0.05. 

3. Findings and Results 

A total of 383 secondary school students (male and 

female) from Dujail City, Salah al-Din Province, Iraq, 

participated in the present study. The collected data were 

analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistical 

methods. Descriptive statistics, including means and 

standard deviations, were first calculated for the study 

variables. The results are presented in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics of the Study Variables 

Variable N Mean SD 

Psychological Distress 383 32.03 5.54 

Social Adjustment 383 88.78 12.26 

Mobile-Based Social Network Addiction 383 89.21 13.73 

 

As shown in Table 1, the mean score of psychological 

distress among the participants was 32.03 (SD = 5.54), 

indicating a moderate level of emotional distress in the 

sample. The mean score of social adjustment was 88.78 (SD 

https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3041-8828
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= 12.26), suggesting relatively favorable social adaptation 

among students. Furthermore, the mean score of mobile-

based social network addiction was 89.21 (SD = 13.73), 

indicating a moderate-to-high tendency toward problematic 

use of mobile social networking platforms. The standard 

deviations indicate acceptable variability across all study 

variables, supporting the suitability of the data for 

subsequent inferential analyses. 

To examine the relationships among the study variables, 

Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated. The 

correlation matrix is presented in Table 2. 

Table 2 

Correlation Matrix of the Study Variables 

Variables 1 2 3 

1. Mobile-Based Social Network Addiction 1 

  

2. Social Adjustment -0.27** 1 

 

3. Psychological Distress 0.38** -0.35** 1 

 

The results presented in Table 2 indicate significant 

relationships among all study variables. Psychological 

distress was positively and significantly associated with 

mobile-based social network addiction (r = .38, p < .01), 

suggesting that adolescents experiencing higher levels of 

psychological distress tended to report greater addiction to 

mobile-based social networking platforms. Social 

adjustment was negatively and significantly related to 

mobile-based social network addiction (r = -.27, p < .01), 

indicating that students with better social adjustment were 

less likely to exhibit problematic social network use. In 

addition, psychological distress was negatively and 

significantly correlated with social adjustment (r = -.35, p < 

.01), demonstrating that adolescents with higher levels of 

psychological distress generally reported lower levels of 

social adjustment. 

Prior to conducting multiple regression analysis, the 

underlying statistical assumptions were examined. The 

interval-level measurement assumption was considered 

satisfied because all study variables were assessed using 

standardized psychometric instruments with continuous 

scoring systems. Univariate normality was assessed through 

skewness and kurtosis indices. The skewness values ranged 

from -0.93 to 0.81, while kurtosis values ranged from -1.18 

to 0.94, all of which fell within acceptable ranges for normal 

distribution. Multicollinearity was evaluated using Variance 

Inflation Factor (VIF) and Tolerance statistics. The VIF 

values ranged from 1.12 to 1.81, remaining well below the 

critical threshold of 2.00, whereas Tolerance values ranged 

from 0.81 to 0.88, exceeding the minimum acceptable value 

of 0.05. Therefore, the assumptions of normality and 

absence of multicollinearity were met, indicating that the 

data were suitable for multiple regression analysis. 

To determine the predictive roles of psychological 

distress and social adjustment in explaining mobile-based 

social network addiction, a simultaneous multiple regression 

analysis was conducted. The results are presented in Table 

3. 

Table 3 

Simultaneous Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting Mobile-Based Social Network Addiction 

Predictor B SE Beta t p 

Constant 3.25 0.50 — 6.16 < .001 

Psychological Distress 0.03 0.005 0.13 4.45 < .001 

Social Adjustment -0.06 0.007 -0.16 -4.65 < .001 

Model Statistics Value 

R 0.32 

R² 0.19 

Adjusted R² 0.19 

F(2, 380) 32.03 

p < .001 

 

The results of the regression analysis demonstrated that 

the overall model was statistically significant, F(2, 380) = 

32.03, p < .001. The multiple correlation coefficient was 

0.32, indicating a moderate relationship between the 

https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3041-8828
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predictor variables and mobile-based social network 

addiction. The coefficient of determination (R² = 0.19) 

revealed that psychological distress and social adjustment 

jointly explained 19% of the variance in mobile-based social 

network addiction among adolescents. Examination of the 

standardized regression coefficients indicated that 

psychological distress was a significant positive predictor of 

mobile-based social network addiction (β = 0.13, t = 4.45, p 

< .001). This finding suggests that higher levels of 

psychological distress were associated with increased levels 

of social network addiction. In contrast, social adjustment 

emerged as a significant negative predictor of mobile-based 

social network addiction (β = -0.16, t = -4.65, p < .001), 

indicating that adolescents with better social adjustment 

were less likely to develop problematic patterns of social 

network use. Comparatively, social adjustment exhibited a 

slightly stronger predictive effect than psychological 

distress, as reflected by its larger standardized beta 

coefficient. Overall, the findings suggest that both 

psychological distress and social adjustment play significant 

roles in predicting mobile-based social network addiction 

among adolescents, with socially adjusted adolescents 

showing lower vulnerability to excessive social networking 

behavior. 

4. Discussion and Conclusion 

The present study aimed to investigate the role of 

psychological distress and social adjustment in predicting 

mobile-based social network addiction among adolescents. 

The findings revealed that psychological distress was 

positively and significantly associated with mobile-based 

social network addiction, whereas social adjustment 

demonstrated a significant negative relationship with this 

outcome. Furthermore, the results of the multiple regression 

analysis indicated that psychological distress and social 

adjustment jointly accounted for 19% of the variance in 

mobile-based social network addiction. Both variables 

emerged as significant predictors, with psychological 

distress positively predicting addiction and social 

adjustment negatively predicting it. These findings suggest 

that adolescents experiencing greater emotional difficulties 

are more vulnerable to problematic social media use, 

whereas those with stronger social adjustment skills appear 

less susceptible to developing addictive patterns of 

engagement with mobile-based social networking platforms. 

One of the most important findings of the present study 

was the positive relationship between psychological distress 

and mobile-based social network addiction. Adolescents 

reporting higher levels of depression, anxiety, and stress 

were more likely to exhibit problematic and excessive 

engagement with social networking applications. This 

finding is consistent with a growing body of literature 

indicating that emotional difficulties are closely linked to 

problematic technology use and digital addictions 

(Draženović et al., 2023; Marciano et al., 2022; Prasad et al., 

2023). The observed relationship can be interpreted through 

the compensatory internet use framework, which suggests 

that individuals experiencing emotional distress often turn to 

digital environments to alleviate negative emotions, escape 

daily stressors, and seek temporary relief from psychological 

discomfort. Social networking platforms offer immediate 

access to social interaction, entertainment, distraction, and 

validation, making them particularly attractive to 

emotionally vulnerable adolescents. As a result, distressed 

adolescents may gradually develop excessive dependence on 

these platforms as a coping mechanism. 

The findings also align with research demonstrating that 

symptoms of depression and anxiety frequently coexist with 

problematic social media use among young people 

(Awopetu et al., 2024; Burgess, 2025; Cabezas-Klinger, 

2025). Adolescents who experience feelings of loneliness, 

sadness, uncertainty, or emotional instability may find 

digital environments more manageable than face-to-face 

interactions because online communication often provides 

greater control over self-presentation and social 

engagement. This perception of safety and accessibility may 

reinforce repeated use and contribute to addictive behavioral 

patterns. Moreover, exposure to social comparison 

processes, idealized portrayals of peers, and constant 

feedback mechanisms within social networking platforms 

may intensify existing emotional difficulties, thereby 

creating a cyclical relationship between psychological 

distress and social media addiction (Brand et al., 2024; 

Falcón-Linares et al., 2023; Marano et al., 2025). 

Consequently, adolescents experiencing emotional problems 

may increasingly rely on social media, while excessive 

social media use simultaneously exacerbates their 

psychological distress. 

The significant predictive role of psychological distress 

identified in this study is also consistent with previous 

investigations examining smartphone and social media 

addiction among adolescents and young adults (Ahmead et 

al., 2025; Surathkumaar et al., 2025; Wang, 2023). These 

studies have repeatedly demonstrated that individuals with 

elevated levels of emotional distress are more likely to 
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engage in excessive digital behaviors. The present findings 

extend this literature by demonstrating that psychological 

distress remains a significant predictor even when social 

adjustment is simultaneously considered. This suggests that 

emotional functioning represents an independent risk factor 

for mobile-based social network addiction. Adolescents 

struggling with stress, anxiety, or depressive symptoms may 

perceive social media as an effective strategy for mood 

regulation; however, over time, this reliance may reduce 

opportunities for developing healthier coping mechanisms 

and increase dependence on online environments. 

Another important finding was the significant negative 

relationship between social adjustment and mobile-based 

social network addiction. Adolescents with higher levels of 

social adjustment reported lower levels of addiction to 

mobile-based social networking platforms. This finding 

supports theoretical perspectives emphasizing the protective 

role of adaptive social functioning during adolescence. 

Socially adjusted adolescents typically possess stronger 

interpersonal skills, more satisfying peer relationships, 

better communication abilities, and healthier connections 

with family members. These characteristics may reduce the 

need to seek excessive social gratification through virtual 

environments because important social and emotional needs 

are already being fulfilled through offline relationships. 

Consequently, adolescents who are socially well-adjusted 

may use social media as a complementary rather than 

compensatory tool for social interaction. 

The present finding is consistent with studies highlighting 

the importance of family relationships, social support, and 

interpersonal competence in promoting healthy adolescent 

development (Campione‐Barr et al., 2024; Knowles & 

Danzi, 2025; Liu et al., 2024). Previous research has shown 

that adolescents who experience positive family functioning 

and supportive peer relationships are less likely to engage in 

problematic digital behaviors because they possess 

alternative sources of emotional support and social 

connection. In contrast, adolescents who experience 

difficulties in social adaptation may use social networking 

platforms to compensate for deficits in offline relationships. 

Social media environments offer opportunities to establish 

connections, receive validation, and experiment with social 

identities without the challenges associated with direct 

interpersonal interactions. While these opportunities may 

provide short-term benefits, excessive dependence on virtual 

interactions may ultimately hinder the development of 

essential social competencies and reinforce maladaptive 

patterns of behavior. 

The negative association between social adjustment and 

social media addiction also corresponds with studies 

emphasizing the role of social and environmental factors in 

adolescent digital behavior (García‐Manglano et al., 2021; 

Prochnow et al., 2025; Rutte et al., 2024). Adolescents who 

struggle with social integration, peer acceptance, or 

interpersonal communication may perceive online 

environments as more accessible and rewarding than face-

to-face social contexts. This tendency may increase their 

vulnerability to excessive engagement with social 

networking platforms. Conversely, adolescents with strong 

social adjustment skills are more likely to participate in 

meaningful offline activities, maintain supportive social 

networks, and regulate their technology use effectively. 

These characteristics may protect them from developing 

compulsive patterns of social media engagement. 

The regression findings demonstrated that psychological 

distress and social adjustment jointly explained a meaningful 

proportion of variance in mobile-based social network 

addiction. Although the explained variance was moderate, 

the results indicate that both emotional and social factors 

play important roles in understanding adolescents’ 

technology-related behaviors. This finding supports 

multidimensional models of social media addiction, which 

emphasize that problematic digital engagement arises from 

the interaction of psychological vulnerabilities and social 

contextual influences rather than a single causal factor 

(Amirthalingam & Khera, 2024; Brand et al., 2024; 

Cabezas-Klinger, 2025). The simultaneous significance of 

both predictors suggests that interventions aimed at reducing 

social media addiction among adolescents should address 

not only emotional difficulties but also social functioning 

and interpersonal adjustment. 

The findings can also be interpreted within broader 

developmental frameworks emphasizing the interconnected 

nature of emotional and social development during 

adolescence. Psychological distress may undermine 

adolescents’ ability to establish and maintain healthy 

relationships, while poor social adjustment may increase 

vulnerability to emotional difficulties. This reciprocal 

relationship may indirectly contribute to excessive social 

media use as adolescents seek alternative sources of support 

and validation in online environments. The significant 

negative correlation observed between psychological 

distress and social adjustment in the present study supports 

this interpretation and highlights the importance of 

considering these variables together rather than 

independently. Adolescents experiencing both elevated 
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distress and poor social adjustment may represent a 

particularly high-risk group for developing problematic 

social networking behaviors. 

Furthermore, the findings align with contemporary 

research emphasizing that social media addiction should be 

understood within a broader psychosocial context rather than 

as a purely technological phenomenon (Akhlaq et al., 2022; 

Awopetu et al., 2024; Doan et al., 2022). While 

technological features such as accessibility, instant 

feedback, and algorithmic personalization undoubtedly 

contribute to excessive use, individual psychological 

characteristics and social experiences appear equally 

important. The present study contributes to this growing 

body of evidence by demonstrating that adolescents’ 

emotional well-being and social functioning significantly 

influence their likelihood of developing addictive patterns of 

social media use. 

The current findings also have implications for 

prevention and intervention efforts. Recent reviews have 

highlighted the effectiveness of programs focusing on 

emotional regulation, mindfulness, resilience, and healthy 

technology habits in reducing problematic internet and 

social media use (Cañas & Estévez, 2021; Manjanatha et al., 

2025; Samanta et al., 2024). The present results suggest that 

enhancing social adjustment skills may represent another 

valuable target for intervention. Programs designed to 

improve communication skills, peer relationships, family 

interactions, and social competence may indirectly reduce 

adolescents’ dependence on social networking platforms. 

Similarly, interventions aimed at reducing psychological 

distress through counseling, emotional support, and mental 

health promotion may help prevent the development of 

addictive digital behaviors. 

Overall, the findings of this study reinforce the view that 

mobile-based social network addiction among adolescents is 

a multifaceted phenomenon influenced by both emotional 

and social determinants. Psychological distress appears to 

increase vulnerability to excessive social media use, whereas 

social adjustment functions as a protective factor that 

reduces the likelihood of addiction. These findings 

underscore the importance of adopting comprehensive 

approaches that simultaneously address mental health and 

social functioning when seeking to understand and reduce 

problematic social networking behaviors among 

adolescents. 

Several limitations should be considered when 

interpreting the findings of the present study. First, the cross-

sectional and correlational design does not allow for causal 

conclusions regarding the relationships among 

psychological distress, social adjustment, and mobile-based 

social network addiction. Second, all data were collected 

through self-report questionnaires, which may be influenced 

by social desirability bias, recall errors, or response 

tendencies. Third, the study was conducted exclusively 

among secondary school students in Dujail City, Iraq, which 

may limit the generalizability of the findings to adolescents 

from other regions, cultures, or educational contexts. 

Finally, other potentially influential variables such as 

personality traits, parental monitoring, peer influence, 

academic stress, and socioeconomic status were not 

examined and may have contributed additional explanatory 

power. 

Future studies should employ longitudinal designs to 

investigate the causal relationships between psychological 

distress, social adjustment, and social media addiction over 

time. Researchers are also encouraged to explore potential 

mediating and moderating variables such as resilience, self-

esteem, emotional regulation, family functioning, and peer 

support. Comparative studies across different cultural 

contexts and age groups would further enhance 

understanding of the universality and specificity of these 

relationships. Additionally, qualitative investigations may 

provide deeper insights into adolescents’ subjective 

experiences of social media use and the psychological 

processes underlying addictive behaviors. 

Educational authorities, school counselors, 

psychologists, and parents should collaborate to develop 

comprehensive prevention programs aimed at promoting 

healthy social media use among adolescents. Schools can 

implement psychoeducational workshops focused on 

emotional regulation, stress management, responsible 

technology use, and interpersonal skills development. 

Mental health screening programs may help identify 

adolescents experiencing elevated psychological distress 

before problematic digital behaviors become entrenched. 

Parents should be encouraged to foster supportive family 

environments, maintain open communication with their 

children, and establish balanced guidelines for technology 

use. Strengthening adolescents’ social adjustment skills 

through extracurricular activities, peer engagement 

opportunities, and social competence training may also 

reduce reliance on social networking platforms and promote 

healthier developmental outcomes. 
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