
, Volume 53, Issue 12, e15669

Social media addiction, sensation seeking, and social anxiety among
college students: A latent profile analysis

Lingling Ding1, Shaoyong Ma2

1School of Humanities and Management, Wannan Medical College, People's Republic of China
2School of Nursing, Wannan Medical College, People's Republic of China

How to ite: Ding, L., & Ma, S. (2025). So ial media addi tion, sensation seeking, and so ial anxiety among ollege students: A latent profile analysis.
(12), e15669

In view of the increasing reach of social media, this study explored the latent
characteristics of social media addiction, the relationship between demographic
variables and heterogeneity of social media addiction, and the influence of
sensation seeking and social anxiety among college students. Participants ( =
1,544) completed measures of social media addiction, social anxiety, and
sensation seeking. Latent profile analysis identified three distinct groups:
moderate use, mild dependence, and deep addiction. Women were more likely
to show moderate use or mild dependence, whereas men were more likely to
show deep addiction, while those with positive (vs. negative) roommate
relationships and harmonious (vs. disharmonious) father–child relationships
were more likely to belong to nonaddicted groups. The deep-addiction group
scored significantly higher on sensation seeking and social anxiety than did the
other groups. Society and families can identify various characteristics and
influencing factors at an early stage and provide effective interventions to
promote the responsible use of social media.
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Article Highlights

We used a latent profile analysis to classify college students’ social media addiction into the categories of
moderate use, mild dependence, and deep addiction.
Sensation seeking and social anxiety were higher in the deep-addiction group than in the moderate-use
and mild-dependence groups.
Women were more likely to show moderate or mild dependence, while men showed a higher incidence of
deep addiction.
Those with positive roommate relationships and harmonious father–child relationships were more likely
to belong to nonaddicted groups.
Our theoretical model of social media addiction is more refined than previous models and provides an
empirical basis for formulating differentiated prevention and intervention strategies for college students’
social media addiction.

With the rapid development of information technology, social media platforms have become an indispensable part of
the daily lives of people, especially college students, allowing them to obtain information, interpersonal communication,
and entertainment. According to the China Internet Network Information Center (2023), the internet penetration rate of
Chinese netizens aged under 18 years had reached 97.2% by 2022, with 53.6% being frequent social media users.
However, excessive use of social media can lead to , a behavioral addiction marked by loss of self-
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regulation and control (Cauberghe et al., 2021). Studies have indicated that this addiction harms physical health, causing
issues like dry eyes (Ma et al., 2022), poor nutrition (Mushtaq et al., 2023), obesity (Jolliff et al., 2020), and sleep
disturbances (Kolhar et al., 2021), and contributes to cognitive impairment (Montag & Markett, 2023), anxiety,
depression, and strained relationships (Ergün et al., 2025). Addiction among college students is recognized as a major
public health concern that has significant implications for their well-being and academic performance (You et al.,
2022).

Billieux’s (2012) dual-pathway model of social media addiction comprises two key pathways to social media addiction:
impulsivity (e.g., poor self-control) and relationship maintenance (e.g., social anxiety). Supporting this assumption,
compensatory internet use theory suggests that individuals turn to social media to cope with unmet real-life needs, such
as social stimulation, which can temporarily alleviate distress but may lead to dependency (Kardefelt-Winther, 2014).
While online engagement offers short-term relief (Qian et al., 2023), prolonged reliance can hinder offline relationships
and foster addiction (Lin et al., 2023). In addition, high sensation seeking, which is marked by a desire for novelty and
risk taking, heightens vulnerability to excessive use (Piko et al., 2024).

Existing studies have treated social media addiction as a binary variable (i.e., addicted/nonaddicted), thus overlooking
its heterogeneity. This study used latent profile analysis to identify distinct subtypes of addiction among college
students, examining their association with psychological traits (social anxiety, sensation seeking) and demographic
factors (gender, rural vs. urban location, parental education).

Sensation Seeking and College Students’ Social Media Addiction

reflects an individual’s pursuit of novel, intense experiences (Kruschwitz et al., 2012). According to
optimal arousal theory, people seek stimulation to maintain ideal arousal levels, often through risky behaviors
(Zuckerman, 1979). Purwoko and Sukamto (2013) found that each standard deviation increase in sensation seeking
raised risky behavior probability by 37%. In particular, high sensation seekers tend to prefer risky and stimulating
activities and may be more likely to be attracted to novel stimuli on social media, engaging in such activities to satisfy
their pursuit of physiological arousal, excitement, or pleasurable states (Zuckerman et al., 1990). Meng et al. (2024)
found that total and dimensional scores for sensation seeking were significantly correlated with internet addiction. Thus,
this study proposed the following hypothesis:

 Latent profiles with higher social media addition will be related to higher sensation seeking.

Social Anxiety and College Students’ Social Media Addiction

involves nervousness and avoidance in social situations (Mattick & Clarke, 1998). According to Hofmann
and Scepkowski (2006), social anxiety stems from an individual’s excessive focus on others’ negative evaluations of
them and overestimation of the consequences of social failure. Although they may possess sufficient social skills,
individuals tend to underestimate their own abilities, leading to avoidance behaviors that perpetuate anxiety (Hofmann,
2007). To cope, individuals with high social anxiety often turn to social media as an alternative to face-to-face
interactions, creating a dependency cycle (Yen et al., 2012). The higher the social anxiety level among college students,
the higher is their risk of social media addiction (Yang et al., 2023), and this correlation has exhibited cross-cultural
consistency (Jahagirdar et al., 2024). Thus, we proposed the following hypothesis:

 Latent profiles with higher social media addition will be related to higher social anxiety.

Demographic Variables and Social Media Addiction

Social media addiction is influenced by various demographic factors. Gender differences exist: women are more prone
to addiction due to social anxiety and loneliness, while men favor gaming and competitive platforms (Ciacchini et al.,
2023). Only children (vs. those with siblings) may seek emotional support online due to loneliness (Jiang, 2017).

2© 2025 Scientific Journal Publishers Limited. All Rights Reserved.



Student leaders’ addiction risk varies, sometimes due to increased usage in dealing with class matters (Savci & Griffiths,
2021), and sometimes mitigated by real-world social support (Savci & Griffiths, 2021; Zhao, 2023). Poor roommate
relationships and dysfunctional family dynamics (e.g., neglect, control) heighten addiction risk (Symons et al., 2017;
Vaingankar et al., 2022). Parental education level has been found to be correlated with healthier usage (Nikken &
Opree, 2018), and urban students face higher addiction risks than rural peers, possibly due to greater exposure and
social demands (Islam et al., 2021). These factors interact through psychological, social, and familial mechanisms, thus
shaping addiction susceptibility. Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis:

Latent categories of social media addiction will be related to demographic variables.

Method

Participants and Procedure

We distributed surveys to 1,600 college students using stratified cluster sampling and received 1,544 valid responses
(96.5% response rate). The sample included 614 (39.8%) men and 930 (60.2%) women; 487 (31.5%) only children and
1,057 (68.5%) who had siblings; 505 (32.7%) student leaders and 1,039 (67.3%) nonleaders; and 1,124 (72.8%)
rural/town dwellers versus 420 (27.2%) urban residents. There were 1,487 (96.3%) participants who reported having
satisfactory relationships with roommates, while 57 (3.7%) had unsatisfactory relationships with roommates; 1,488
(96.4%) who had harmonious relationships with their fathers, and 56 (3.6%) who did not; and 1,492 (96.6%) who had
harmonious relationships with their mothers, while 52 (3.4%) did not. In terms of father’s education level, for 950
(61.5%) participants it was junior high school or below, for 411 (26.6%) it was senior high school or secondary school,
and for 183 (11.9%) it was junior college or above. In terms of mother’s education level, for 1,105 (71.6%) participants
it was junior high school or below, for 315 (20.4%) it was senior high school or secondary school, and for 124 (8.0%) it
was junior college or above. The mean age of the participants was 19.5 years ( = 1.41; range = 18–25). We obtained
informed consent from all respondents involved in the study.

Measures

General Demographic Questionnaire
Respondents reported their gender, sibling status, student-leader status, area of residence (urban/rural), level of
satisfaction with roommates, level of harmony in relationships with parents, and parental education levels.

Social Media Addiction Scale
We used the 18 item Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale (Andreassen et al., 2016), which assesses six dimensions of
social media addiction, each comprising three items: salience (e.g., “Do you find yourself spending too much time
thinking about social media or planning to use it?”), conflict (e.g., “Even if you know that social media has a negative
impact on your work/study or interpersonal relationships, will you still continue to use it?”), mood modification (e.g.,
“Do you often fail to control the time you spend on social media?”), withdrawal (e.g., “Do you feel uneasy or irritable
when you try to reduce or stop using social media?”), tolerance (e.g., “Do you feel the need to constantly increase the
time you spend on social media to gain a sense of satisfaction?”), and relapse (e.g., “Have you reduced your
participation in other interests, hobbies or recreational activities because of using social media?”). Items are rated on a
5-point Likert scale (1 = , 5 = ), with higher scores indicating greater addiction. In this study
Cronbach’s alpha was .83, indicating the scale is reliable.

Social Anxiety Scale for Adolescents
We used the Social Anxiety Scale for Adolescents (Zhu, 2008), which contains 13 items spread across three
dimensions: fear of negative evaluation (six items; e.g., “I feel like people talk about me behind my back”), unfamiliar
situation avoidance (four items; e.g., “I always get very nervous when I make new friends”), and general situation
avoidance (three items; e.g., “Even when I’m with very familiar people, I still feel shy”). Responses are scored on a
5-point Likert scale (1 = , 5 = ), with higher scores indicating greater social
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Sensation Seeking Scale
We used the Sensation Seeking Scale (Zuckerman, 1993), which is a single-dimensional measure containing 11 items
(e.g., “I enjoy exciting activities”). Items are rated on a binary response scale (0 = , 1 = ), with higher scores
indicating greater sensation seeking. In this study Cronbach’s alpha was .79, indicating the scale is reliable.

Data Analysis

We conducted statistical analyses using SPSS 26.0 (chi-square tests, analysis of variance, logistic regression) and a latent
profile analysis (LPA) using Mplus 8.3. For LPA, we compared the models with 1–5 latent profiles (Model 1 indicates
that the research object is divided into one latent profile; Model 5 indicates that the research object is divided into five
latent profiles) using the following fit indices: Akaike information criterion, Bayesian information criterion, adjusted
Bayesian information criterion, for which lower values indicate a better fit; entropy, for which a score of ≥ .80 indicates
over 90% classification accuracy; and Lo–Mendell–Rubin/bootstrapping likelihood ratio tests, where < .05 favors k
over k − 1 latent profiles.

Results

Common Method Bias Test

We used Harman’s single-factor test to check for common method bias. There were 11 factors with eigenvalues greater
than 1, among which the first factor explained 20.02% of the variance, which is below the 40% threshold. Thus, there
was no significant common method bias in this study (Zhou & Long, 2004).

Latent Profile Analysis: Number of Divided Classes

LPA of the 1,544 college students’ social media addiction (18 items) identified Model 3 as optimal, with a significant
decrease in Akaike information criterion, Bayesian information criterion, and adjusted Bayesian information criterion;
significant Lo–Mendell–Rubin-P and bootstrap likelihood ratios ( < .05); and acceptable entropy ≥ .80 (see Table 1).

Table 1. Latent Profile Analysis of Social Media Addiction Among College Students

  = 1,544. LMR-  = Lo–Mendell–Rubin  value; BLRT = bootstrapping likelihood ratio.

We identified three latent profiles of social media addiction (see Figure 1). First was the moderate-use group ( = 493),
which demonstrated the lowest scores across all dimensions; second was the mild-dependence group ( = 618), which
showed intermediate scores; and third was the deep-addiction group (  = 433), which exhibited the highest scores.
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Figure 1. Latent Profile Analysis Categories of Social Media Addiction Among College Students

Single-Factor Analysis of Latent Profiles of Social Media Addiction Among College
Students

The results showed significant group differences in gender, roommate relationship satisfaction levels, and parental
relationship harmony levels (see Table 2).
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Table 2. Univariate Analysis of Latent Categories of Social Media Addiction Among College
Students

 Moderate-use group  = 493; mild-dependence group  = 618; deep-addiction group  = 433.

Multifactor Analysis of Latent Profiles of Social Media Addiction Among College Students

Multivariate logistic regression analysis (reference group = deep addiction) revealed that men had lower odds of being
in the moderate-use and mild-dependence categories; satisfactory roommate relationships predicted moderate-use and
mild-dependence group membership; and positive father relationships increased the odds of being in the moderate-use
group (see Table 3).
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Table 3. Multivariate Logistic Regression Analysis of Latent Profiles of Social Media Addiction
Among College Students

The deep-addiction group was used as the reference category. The control group was women, unsatisfactory
relationship with roommates, poor relationship with father, and poor relationship with mother. OR = odds ratio; CI =
confidence interval;  = lower limit;  = upper limit.

Social Media Addiction, Social Anxiety, and Sensation Seeking in College Students

We conducted a correlation analysis of social media addiction, social anxiety, and sensation seeking (see Table 4).
Social media addiction was positively correlated with social anxiety, social media addiction was positively correlated
with sensation seeking, and social anxiety was positively correlated with sensation seeking.

Table 4. Correlation Analysis of Social Media Addiction, Social Anxiety, and Sensation Seeking

 **  < .01.

Analysis of variance results showed that scores for sensation seeking and social anxiety in the deep-addiction group
were higher than those in the moderate-use and mild-dependence groups (see Table 5). In sum, all three hypotheses
were supported.

7© 2025 Scientific Journal Publishers Limited. All Rights Reserved.



Table 5. Comparison of Social Media Addiction, Social Anxiety, and Sensation Seeking Levels
Among College Students

Values are ± . Pairwise comparisons were conducted between multiple groups: same letter indicates > .05;
different letters indicate  < .05.

Discussion

This study employed LPA to examine social media addiction among college students, identifying three distinct groups:
moderate use (31.93%), mild dependence (40.03%), and deep addiction (28.04%). Most of our participants exhibited
mild-to-severe social media dependence, aligning with prior research on adolescent social media engagement (Liu et al.,
2024). Potential explanations for these findings are as follows: social media may serve as an emotional outlet for
academic and social pressures (Vaingankar et al., 2022), platform features may satisfy self-presentation and social
needs (Ozanne et al., 2017), and limited extracurricular alternatives can increase reliance on social media for
entertainment and peer connection (Xu et al., 2023). Poor time management may exacerbate usage, potentially harming
academic performance and well-being (Dai et al., 2022).

Our study found that men exhibited higher rates of deep social media addiction than women did, and that this outcome
influenced by psychological, behavioral, and sociocultural factors. Key explanations could include men’s stronger
competitive drive for quantifiable achievements (e.g., gaming rankings, follower counts; Hussain & Griffiths, 2009),
greater tendency to use social media for escapism rather than emotional support when stressed (Kuss et al., 2014), and
preferential engagement with high-stimulation entertainment content (e.g., gaming, videos; Mihara & Higuchi, 2017).

College students with healthy father–child relationships were more likely to exhibit moderate (vs. addictive) social
media use. This can be attributed to several factors: First, a strong father–child relationship provides emotional stability,
reducing the need to seek validation through social media (Valkenburg et al., 2021). These students often have better
emotional regulation and coping strategies, such as seeking support from family or engaging in healthy activities
(Amato & Fowler, 2002). Second, fathers play a key role in shaping values like self-discipline, which promote balanced
social media habits (Williams & Ciarrochi, 2020). Third, children often emulate the behaviors their father model, such
as adopting healthier lifestyles, including regulated social media use (Knafo & Schwartz, 2003).

College students with satisfactory roommate relationships were more likely to exhibit moderate or mild social media
use. Strong roommate bonds provide emotional support and companionship, reducing the need for excessive social
media reliance (Eisenberg et al., 2014). These relationships alleviate loneliness and anxiety, making social media a
supplement to rather than a substitute for in-person interaction (Erb et al., 2014). Further, healthy roommate dynamics
encourage offline activities (e.g., sports, studying), decreasing social media dependence while improving well-being,
because shared interests promote face-to-face interactions over prolonged social media use (Przybylski & Weinstein,
2013). Thus, satisfactory roommate relationships can foster a balanced lifestyle, acting as both a mental health buffer
and a catalyst for developing healthy social media habits.

Our study found that scores for both sensation-seeking behavior and social anxiety were higher in the deep-addiction
group compared to moderate-use and mild-addiction groups. Social media platforms provide immediate and diverse
sensory stimulation through short videos, games, and dynamic updates, which particularly appeals to high sensation
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seekers, who crave novel, complex, and intense stimuli. These users are drawn to the endless novelty of social media,
where constant content updates satisfy their exploratory drive (Montag et al., 2019). This instant feedback loop can trap
them in a so-called refresh cycle, which reinforces continuous engagement (Serenko & Turel, 2015). Meanwhile,
individuals with high social anxiety may avoid face-to-face interactions, finding social media a safer alternative due to
its controllable, text-based, and asynchronous nature (Primack et al., 2017). However, prolonged reliance on virtual
socialization can weaken real-world social skills and exacerbate loneliness (Bonebrake, 2002). Excessive use as a
substitute for offline interaction may lead to virtual social dependence, where connections lack emotional depth and
there is worsening anxiety and isolation. High sensation-seeking behavior and social anxiety may interact in the context
of social media use—high sensation seekers pursue stimulation, while socially anxious users escape reality, making
them more prone to severe addiction (Reed & Haas, 2025). For instance, sensation seekers explore new features, while
anxious users rely on them for stress relief, creating a reinforcing dependency (Gugushvili et al., 2024).

Limitations and Future Research

Due to research resource limitations, the sample did not adequately cover groups of college students from different
regions, types of institutions, or professional backgrounds; thus, we employed cross-sectional data. Although our
analyses revealed association patterns among social media addiction, sensation seeking, and social anxiety, we were
unable to clearly determine the causal relationships among the variables. In the future, longitudinal tracking or
experimental designs can be adopted to further verify the temporal mechanism. In addition, this study focused on the
impact of sensation seeking and social anxiety on social media addiction. Other potential factors, such as depressive
symptoms, self-esteem levels, and frequency of offline social interaction, may also affect this mechanism. Future
research can incorporate variables to enhance the explanatory power and integrity of the model. All variables were
assessed with self-reported scales and are, therefore, susceptible to social desirability. In the future, multisource data
such as peer evaluations and application software background records can be combined to enhance objectivity.
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