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Abstract

This study aimed to develop and test a structural model of social media addiction based on
autonomy-supportive environment and cognitive abilities, examining the mediating role of
core self-evaluations among undergraduate students. This applied study employed a
descriptive-correlational design using structural equation modeling. The population comprised
undergraduate students at Shiraz University during the 2025-2026 academic year. Using
multistage cluster random sampling, 310 students were initially recruited, and 286 valid
questionnaires were retained for analysis. Data were collected using the Social Networking
Addiction Scale (Shahnavaz & Rahman, 2020), Cognitive Abilities Questionnaire (Nejati,
2013), Autonomy-Supportive Environment Scale (Assor et al., 2002; Assor, 2012), and Core
Self-Evaluations Scale (Judge et al., 2003). Statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS 27
and AMOS 27, incorporating structural equation modeling and bootstrapping with 5,000
resamples to examine indirect effects. Structural equation modeling revealed significant
positive associations between autonomy-supportive environment (f = 0.34, p = .001) and
cognitive abilities (B = 0.42, p = .001) with core self-evaluations. Autonomy-supportive
environment (B = —0.22), cognitive abilities (B = —0.26), and core self-evaluations (p =—0.41)
demonstrated significant negative direct associations with social media addiction (p = .001).
Bootstrap analyses confirmed significant indirect associations through core self-evaluations for
autonomy-supportive environment (f = —0.14) and cognitive abilities (f = —0.17), both p =
.001. The model explained 47% of the variance in core self-evaluations and 38% in social
media addiction, demonstrating satisfactory fit (CFI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.04). Autonomy-
supportive environments and cognitive abilities are associated with lower social media
addiction, both directly and indirectly through core self-evaluations. These findings support
integrated university-based prevention strategies emphasizing autonomy support, cognitive
competencies, and positive self-evaluations.

Keywords: Social media addiction; Autonomy-supportive environment; Cognitive abilities;
Core self-evaluations; Undergraduate students; Structural equation modeling.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
The widespread integration of social media into everyday life has fundamentally transformed communication,
information exchange, interpersonal relationships, and educational experiences. Social networking platforms
provide university students with opportunities for social interaction, identity expression, academic
collaboration, and immediate access to information. Nevertheless, excessive and poorly regulated engagement
with these platforms may develop into problematic patterns characterized by persistent preoccupation,
diminished behavioral control, psychological dependence, and interference with academic and social
responsibilities. Previous research has identified social media addiction as a multidimensional phenomenon
requiring consideration of psychological, behavioral, and contextual factors (Dong et al., 2025; Pellegrino et
al., 2022). The conceptualization and assessment of social networking addiction emphasize dimensions such
as salience, mood modification, tolerance, withdrawal, conflict, and relapse (Bottaro et al., 2026; Shahnawaz
& Rehman, 2020).
University students represent an important population for investigating social media addiction because
emerging adulthood involves considerable changes in personal autonomy, academic responsibility, social
identity, and emotional adjustment. Research has highlighted associations between problematic social media
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use and psychological difficulties, including anxiety, depression, and impaired emotional regulation (Cai et
al., 2026; J. Chen et al., 2025; Liu et al., 2026). Accordingly, understanding social media addiction requires
moving beyond the frequency or duration of digital engagement toward identifying environmental and
individual resources associated with behavioral regulation.

An autonomy-supportive environment represents a potentially important contextual resource. Such
environments provide meaningful opportunities for choice, encourage personal initiative, acknowledge
individual perspectives, and support the pursuit of personally valued goals. Self-determination theory
emphasizes that autonomy support contributes to psychological need satisfaction, autonomous motivation, and
adaptive functioning (Gilroy et al., 2026; Ryan, 2025). Previous investigations have associated autonomy-
supportive educational environments with emotional regulation, self-efficacy, academic engagement, and
constructive behavioral outcomes (Ariati et al., 2025; Dadvand & Fouladchang, 2025; Ruos et al., 2026).
Students experiencing greater autonomy support may be less inclined to rely excessively on virtual
environments for psychological gratification, external validation, or perceived personal control.

Cognitive abilities constitute another potentially relevant protective resource. These abilities encompass
memory, selective attention, inhibitory control, decision-making, planning, sustained attention, social
cognition, and cognitive flexibility. Digital environments continuously expose users to competing stimuli,
immediate rewards, and frequent attentional shifts, making cognitive regulation particularly important.
Research concerning cognitive functioning and digital technology has emphasized the complex relationships
between cognitive capacities, information processing, and technology-related experiences (Breit et al., 2024;
Clemente-Suarez et al., 2024; Niu et al., 2025). Stronger cognitive abilities may facilitate the regulation of
online activities by supporting sustained attention, behavioral inhibition, and goal-directed decision-making.
Core self-evaluations may provide a psychological mechanism linking these environmental and cognitive
resources with social media addiction. Core self-evaluations represent fundamental assessments of personal
worth, competence, emotional stability, and perceived control over life circumstances. Research has
emphasized their associations with psychological functioning, academic experiences, and adjustment across
different contexts (Instinske & Kandler, 2024; Khudozhnikova et al., 2026; Zhang & Xu, 2026). Individuals
with more positive core self-evaluations may experience less dependence on external approval and social
comparison, potentially reducing vulnerability to problematic social media engagement (Wang, 2026; Yan et
al., 2026). However, the simultaneous relationships among autonomy-supportive environments, cognitive
abilities, core self-evaluations, and social media addiction remain insufficiently examined within an integrated
structural framework.

Therefore, this study aimed to develop and test a structural model of social media addiction based on
autonomy-supportive environment and cognitive abilities, examining the mediating role of core self-
evaluations among undergraduate students.

Methods and Materials

This applied study employed a descriptive-correlational research design using structural equation modeling.
The statistical population comprised all undergraduate students enrolled at Shiraz University during the 2025—
2026 academic year. Participants were recruited through multistage cluster random sampling. Initially, eight
faculties were randomly selected, followed by the selection of four classes from each faculty. Eligible students
were subsequently invited to participate voluntarily. A total of 310 students were initially recruited, and after
excluding incomplete questionnaires, data from 286 participants were retained for final analysis.

Eligibility criteria included undergraduate enrollment, an age range of 18-30 years, informed consent, and
willingness to complete the research instruments. Participants were informed about the study objectives,
voluntary participation, and confidentiality of their responses. No personally identifiable information was
collected.
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Four standardized instruments were administered. Social media addiction was assessed using the 21-item
Social Networking Addiction Scale, covering salience, mood modification, tolerance, withdrawal, conflict,
and relapse. Cognitive abilities were measured using the 30-item Cognitive Abilities Questionnaire,
comprising seven dimensions of cognitive functioning. Autonomy-supportive environment was assessed using
21 items representing opportunities for choice, criticism, and exploration of personal goals, values, and
interests. Core self-evaluations were measured using a 12-item scale assessing fundamental beliefs concerning
personal worth, competence, control, and emotional adjustment.

The internal consistency coefficients for social media addiction, cognitive abilities, autonomy-supportive
environment, and core self-evaluations were 0.89, 0.86, 0.86, and 0.84, respectively. Construct validity was
examined through confirmatory factor analysis.

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS version 27 and AMOS version 27. Pearson correlations were
calculated, and distributional assumptions and multicollinearity were examined before estimating the structural
model using maximum likelihood estimation. Standardized path coefficients and coefficients of determination
were calculated. Indirect effects were tested using bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples, and model adequacy
was evaluated through conventional structural equation modeling fit indices.

Findings

The final sample consisted of 286 undergraduate students, including 158 women (55.24%) and 128 men
(44.76%). The participants' mean age was 22.14 years (SD = 2.31). Preliminary analyses indicated acceptable
distributional characteristics and no problematic multicollinearity among the predictor variables, with variance
inflation factors ranging from 1.28 to 1.67.

Pearson correlation analysis demonstrated significant positive associations between autonomy-supportive
environment and cognitive abilities (r = 0.42), autonomy-supportive environment and core self-evaluations (r
= 0.47), and cognitive abilities and core self-evaluations (r = 0.51). Conversely, social media addiction was
significantly negatively correlated with autonomy-supportive environment (r = —0.38), cognitive abilities (r =
—0.41), and core self-evaluations (r = —0.49), with all correlations significant at p < .01.

Structural equation modeling revealed that autonomy-supportive environment significantly and positively
predicted core self-evaluations (f = 0.34, p=.001). Cognitive abilities also demonstrated a significant positive
direct association with core self-evaluations (B = 0.42, p = .001).

Regarding social media addiction, core self-evaluations demonstrated a significant negative direct association
(B=-0.41, p=.001). Autonomy-supportive environment (f = —0.22, p = .001) and cognitive abilities ( =
—0.26, p = .001) also exhibited significant negative direct associations with social media addiction.

The structural model explained 47% of the variance in core self-evaluations and 38% of the variance in social
media addiction, demonstrating substantial explanatory capacity for both endogenous variables.

Bootstrap mediation analysis confirmed a significant negative indirect association between autonomy-
supportive environment and social media addiction through core self-evaluations (p =—0.14, p=.001, 95% CI
[-0.23, —0.07]). Similarly, the indirect association between cognitive abilities and social media addiction
through core self-evaluations was statistically significant ( =—0.17, p=.001, 95% CI [-0.27, —0.09]). Neither
confidence interval included zero, supporting the proposed mediation pathways. Because the direct
associations remained statistically significant, the findings supported partial mediation.

The proposed structural model demonstrated satisfactory goodness of fit, including a chi-square-to-degrees-
of-freedom ratio of 1.55, comparative fit index of 0.98, root mean square error of approximation of 0.04, and
PCLOSE of 0.68. These indices supported the adequacy of the proposed model in representing the observed
relationships.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The findings demonstrate that autonomy-supportive environment, cognitive abilities, and core self-evaluations
are significantly associated with social media addiction among undergraduate students. The negative
association between autonomy-supportive environment and social media addiction suggests that students who
perceive greater opportunities for independent choice, personal expression, and meaningful participation may
be less vulnerable to problematic digital engagement. Autonomy-supportive experiences may strengthen
personal agency and reduce reliance on social networking platforms as alternative sources of validation,
control, and psychological gratification.

The negative relationship between cognitive abilities and social media addiction highlights the potential
importance of attentional regulation, inhibitory control, planning, and decision-making in managing digital
behavior. Students with stronger cognitive resources may be better positioned to resist immediate digital
rewards, maintain academic priorities, and regulate engagement with continuously stimulating online
environments.

Core self-evaluations emerged as an important psychological correlate of social media addiction. Students
reporting stronger feelings of personal worth, competence, and control demonstrated lower levels of
problematic social networking engagement. Positive core self-evaluations may reduce dependence on external
approval and facilitate more adaptive responses to online social comparisons and interpersonal feedback.

The significant indirect associations further suggest that core self-evaluations partially account for the
relationships between environmental and cognitive resources and social media addiction. Thus, favorable
environmental conditions and stronger cognitive abilities may be associated with lower problematic digital
engagement partly through more positive fundamental self-perceptions. Nevertheless, the cross-sectional
design prevents causal conclusions about these proposed pathways.

The findings have implications for university-based prevention initiatives. Programs supporting student
autonomy, developing cognitive self-regulation skills, and strengthening positive self-evaluations may
represent promising components of comprehensive approaches to problematic social media use. Such
approaches should extend beyond restricting screen time and address the psychological and educational
conditions associated with digital behavior.

The study is limited by its cross-sectional design, reliance on self-report measures, and recruitment from a
single university. Future longitudinal and intervention studies should examine causal direction, incorporate
objective digital-use indicators, and assess generalizability across educational and cultural settings.

In conclusion, the proposed model provides an integrated framework demonstrating that autonomy-supportive
environments and cognitive abilities are negatively associated with social media addiction, both directly and
indirectly through core self-evaluations. The results emphasize the importance of considering environmental
support, cognitive resources, and fundamental self-perceptions together when investigating problematic social
media use among university students.
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