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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction: New communication technologies have gradually taken over a large part of daily life, particularly for
adolescents (Lozano-Blasco et al., 2022). These technologies facilitate access to mobile-based social networks
(Atroszko et al., 2022), allowing people, especially students, to connect with their friends (Atroszko et al, 2022). Over
the past two decades, there has been a growing interest in the impact of Internet and social media use, both at the
individual and societal levels. As of January 2021, more than 4.5 billion people worldwide were using the Internet
and cyberspace (Moretta et al., 2022). Therefore, it is not surprising that significant attention has been paid to the use
of the Internet and social networks—including how, to what extent, why, and with what consequences (Lopez-Gil et
al., 2023). A key area of growing concern is social media addiction and its classification as a true addiction (Flego et
al., 2023). Social networks have become the most popular tool for communicating and exchanging information, which
has led to addiction to this medium (Aparicio-Martinez et al., 2020).

Given these trends, it is important to identify the factors that affect addiction to virtual social networks. One such
variable that plays an important predictive role is attachment style (Toqeer et al., 2021; Demircioglu & Goncii Kdse,
2021; Gori et al., 2023). Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth attachment theories are widely used approaches to
understanding attachment as well as emotional alexithymia in individuals, and these frameworks have also been used
several times to explain social media addiction (Toqeer et al., 2021). Research has shown a significant relationship
between fearful attachment, rejection sensitivity, and psychosis with social media addiction (Demircioglu & Goncii
Kdse, 2021).
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In addition, attachment styles can be associated with perceived social support; people with a more insecure
attachment tend to have fewer social relationships and therefore experience more loneliness (Suri et al., 2019).
Regarding the relationship between attachment styles and perceived social support, research indicates that while some
forms of insecure attachment are positively related to seeking help for distress, individuals with an avoidant insecure
attachment style tend to deny their distress and are unwilling to seek help. For this reason, avoidant individuals
perceive less social support, which negatively contributes to their experience of distress (Vogel et al., 2005).

Based on this literature, there appears to be a relationship between attachment styles, perceived social support, and
addiction to social networks. However, a comprehensive study that evaluates these variables together within a single
model has not been conducted to date, either internationally or within the country. Therefore, this study aimed to
answer the question of whether social support plays a mediating role in the relationship between attachment styles and
social media addiction in high school students.

Method: This applied research used a correlational design with structural equation modeling. The statistical
population included all female high school students in Karaj city during the 2022-2023 academic year. The sample
size of 400 students was selected using convenience sampling (online method) based on guidelines from Kline (e.g.,
Kline, 2015) for structural equation modeling. Data collection tools included the Social Networking Addiction Scale
(SNAS), the Revised Adult Attachment Scale (RAAS), and the Multidimensional Perceived Social Support Scale
(MSPSS). Inclusion criteria were: high school education, an age range of 14 to 18 years, and no self-reported
psychological disorders. Exclusion criteria included incomplete questionnaire responses, substance abuse, and tobacco
use. Statistical analysis of the data was performed using AMOS-24 software.

Results: The results showed that secure attachment style (B = -.62, p < 0.05), avoidant insecure attachment style (§ =
.37, p <0.05), and anxious insecure attachment style (B =.31, p <0.05) all have a significant direct effect on addiction
to virtual social networks. Furthermore, perceived social support (B = -.36, p < 0.05) had a significant direct effect on
virtual social network addiction. It was also found to play a significant mediating role in the relationship between
attachment styles and virtual social network addiction. The proposed model had an acceptable fit to the data (RMSEA
= 0.066), and the analyses revealed that 83% of the variance in virtual social network addiction was explained by the
model.
Table 1: Fit Indicators of the Research Model

Measure Threshold acceptable value
CMIN/DF 1.455 <3
Sig 0/001 -
RMSEA 0.066 <0.08
PCLOSE 0.001 >0.90
CFlI 0.960 >0.90
AGFI 0.980 >0.90
PCFI 0.641 >0.60
PNFI 0.616 >0.60
IFI 0.966 >0.90
GFI 0.941 >0.90
NFI 0.945 >0.90

In this study, the parameter estimation method was the Maximum Likelihood Estimation (MLE). Based on the
results, the fit indices were all favorable, and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) index was below
the 0.08 threshold. The RMSEA value was 0.066 and the SRMR value was 0.033. Therefore, it can be concluded that
the model has a very good and appropriate fit with the data. Additionally, the 95% confidence interval for the RMSEA
index is between 0.047 and 0.057, which indicates the optimal state of the model fit.

Discussion: In explaining the results, it can be said that avoidant individuals tend to divert attention from both
negative and positive attachment-related information, such as emotional content, words, or images related to closeness
and separation. Avoidant individuals have negative representations of attachment figures that are considered
threatening if they need closeness and support (Vertica and Willimir, 2012). Therefore, students with high avoidant
attachment scores typically require greater independence and emotional distance from others to feel comfortable. This
distancing behavior, driven by their attachment style, results in reduced social contact and a subsequent loss of
perceived social support. As a result, attachment styles affect the way people experience social support, with
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avoidantly attached individuals reporting less availability of supportive figures and less satisfaction in social
interactions. When individuals need support, avoidant attachment is associated with feelings of discomfort and the
suppression of support-seeking behaviors, meaning avoidantly attached people are less likely to receive social support
from others. Therefore, when an individual does not receive the necessary social support from others, they tend to
seek virtual social support from others. As everyone fundamentally needs social support, they maintain online
relationships through the use of smartphones or virtual social networks to meet these unmet needs. Therefore, a student
who constantly accesses virtual social networks via a smartphone becomes more immersed in virtual life and forgets
about the physical world around them, a behavior that may lead to addiction to virtual social networks. This is why
perceived social support can play a mediating role in the relationship between insecure avoidant attachment style and
virtual social network addiction.

Despite the strengths of this study, such as examining mediating processes and the direction of direct and indirect
effects, the results of this study should be interpreted with some limitations in mind. First, the present study used self-
report scales and questionnaires. Another important limitation was the lack of detailed demographic knowledge about
the sample, which consisted of female high school students (14-18 years old) in Karaj city. Because this study only
specified age and academic year as demographic characteristics, the scope of the population in the present study may
raise questions about the generalizability of the study findings. The limitations of this study are mainly related to its
cross-sectional nature. Data collection was a one-time event, and as a result, the data lack temporal depth, while scores
can easily change significantly from one year to the next and even within the same academic year depending on
personal circumstances. Furthermore, the sample was not representative in terms of school type, student
socioeconomic status, or specific social/cultural environments, which poses a further limitation on the generalizability
of the findings. Future studies should identify more demographic characteristics of students, such as family
circumstances, geographic location, and family socioeconomic status, to determine how this might affect the results
of such studies.
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