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Abstract: We investigated the relationship between social anxiety on adolescent students’ internet fiction reading and
mediation by self-esteem. A total of 774 adolescent students (female = 48.9%; mean age 13.39 &+ 1.46) completed surveys
on internet fiction addiction, social anxiety and self-esteem. Mediation analysis results indicated a significant school
grade placement effect in internet fiction reading to be lower . The self-esteem of adolescent students plays a mediating
role between social anxiety and internet fiction reading for higher internet fiction reading with higher self-esteem. This
mediating effect accounts for about two-thirds of the total effect. This study suggests personal factors like self-esteem
are important to how adolescent student’s navigate internet fiction reading. Student counselling and development services
should pay attention to adolescent students’ social anxiety and improve their self-esteem, to reduce the tendency of

adolescent students’ internet fiction addiction.
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Introduction

With the rapid development of digital times, internet fic-
tion has spread rapidly through electronic devices such as
mobile phones and computers. As an important reading
resource in digital times, internet fiction had an impact
on teenagers’ reading life. At present, with the increas-
ing popularity of the internet, the influence of internet
fiction has penetrated all aspects of social life. Adoles-
cent students, as one of the main consumer groups of
internet fiction, are gradually adapting to the popular
network culture, which is represented by internet fiction
(Wu, 2023). The adolescent period is a critical stage
for physical and mental health development, especially
for early adolescents aged 10 to 14 (Jiang et al., 2025).
Regrettably, internet fiction reading may come at a cost of
social anxieties from, difficulty controlling reading time,
increased tolerance, withdrawal reaction and disruption of
daily life activities (Yang et al., 2023). Social anxiety refers
to the intense fear triggered by other people’s comments
during social interactions (Tan et al., 2025). Much would
depend on the person’s self-esteem or individual’s thoughts
and feelings about his or her own importance and value in
managing the internet reading demands and challenges, of
which there is limited evidence.

Social anxiety and internet fiction

Social anxiety is one of the important factors affecting
internet addiction in adolescent students. Studies have
shown that high levels of social anxiety may lead to
increased use of electronic devices such as mobile phones
to reduce anxiety and fear (Meshi & Ellithorpe, 2021).
Thus, social anxiety is associated with high risk for inter-
net addiction (Miao et al., 2018). When reading internet
fiction, due to their inability to control their emotions well,
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students with social anxiety may also become addicted to
the novel’s plot (Griinthal et al., 2025). However, previous
studies focused less on the relationship between social anx-
iety and internet fiction reading in adolescents. Therefore,
this study hypothesizes a significant correlation between
internet reading and social anxiety in adolescents.

The mediating role of self-esteem

Self-esteem refers bridges interpersonal relationships by
prompting people to take action to maintain and restore
the harmony. Empirical studies confirmed that individuals
with high social anxiety are more likely to exhibit lower
levels of self-esteem (Sella et al., 2024; Kong et al.,
2022). Regarding the relationship between self-esteem and
internet fiction reading, Liu et al. (2016) proposed the
internet satisfaction compensation model and suggested
that the internet use of adolescent students is driven by
psychological needs. The internet plays a psychological
compensation role for students. When students rely too
much on the role of compensation, it may lead to addiction.
Studies have shown that adolescent students with low self-
esteem are more likely to vent their emotions and find
self-worth through the internet (Chen et al., 2020; Lai
et al., 2023). Adolescent students are prone to losing
themselves in reading novels, seeking self-confidence and
a sense of value from them. Therefore, the present study
hypothesizes that self-esteem may play a mediating role
between social anxiety and internet fiction reading in
adolescent students.

Few studies explore multiple variables relationships in
internet fiction reading such as the relationship between
internet fiction reading, social anxiety, and self-esteem.

Theoretical foundations. Davis’ cognitive-behavioral
addiction theory model proposed that social anxiety is

Copyright © 2026 The Authors. Published by Tech Science Press.
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits unrestricted
use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

Journal of Psychology in Africa is published by Tech Science Press on behalf of Africa Scholarship Development Enterprise (ASDE)


https://www.techscience.com/jpa
https://www.techscience.com/
http://doi.org/10.32604/jpa.2026.068776
https://www.techscience.com/doi/10.32604/jpa.2026.068776
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4879-4028
mailto:2019000019@usx.edu.cn

278 SOCIAL INTERNET FICTION READING

Self-esteem

0.30%**

Social anxiety Internet fiction addiction

Figure 1. The mediation model of social anxiety, self-esteem,
and internet fiction addiction. Note. *** p < 0.001

an initial and distal factor in the development of inter-
net addiction (Davis, 2001). Zhu et al. (2025) suggested
that individuals with social anxiety are more likely to
feel loneliness and turn to the internet to alleviate social
anxiety in real society. As a result, they may spend
increasing amounts of time online to alleviate their social
anxiety. Elrewany et al. (2025) tested adolescent students
from the Eastern Mediterranean Region and found a close
relationship between social anxiety and internet addiction.

The China context. According to the research of Chi
et al. (2020), the incidence of internet addiction among
adolescents in China reaches 9.6%~24.0%. A study of Zhu
et al. (2025) enrolled 10,158 adolescent students and
found the sample comprised 89.6% adolescents with
normal internet usage, 10.2% adolescents with mild inter-
net addiction, and 0.2% adolescents with severe internet
addiction. A study of Bao et al. (2025) found a more
common problematic gaming in male Chinese adolescents.
This indicates that many adolescents including Chinese
adolescents have issues with internet use. However, cur-
rent research on internet fiction is insufficient. Therefore,
this study focuses on exploring the situation of Chinese
adolescents’ internet fiction reading.

Goal of the study

This study examined the relationship between social anx-
iety and internet fiction reading, and the mediating role
of self-esteem in adolescent students. We tested a medi-
ated structural model (see Figure 1) and the following
hypotheses:

H1: Social anxiety is associated with higher internet
fiction reading in adolescent students.

H2: Self-esteem mediates the relationship between
social anxiety and internet fiction reading in adolescent
students to be lower among those with higher self-esteem.

H3: School grade placement moderated the social
anxiety and internet fiction reading in adolescent students
to be lower among those in higher grades.

Method

Participants and setting

A total of 774 students school students in Shaoxing city,
China were participants (females = 48.87%, age range is
1014 years old, Mean = 13.39, SD = 1.46). A total of 160
students (21.2% of the total) were in the fifth grade, 171
(22.6% of the total) were in the sixth grade, 130 (17.2%
of the total) were in the seventh grade, 159 (21.1% of the
total) were in the eighth grade, and 135 (17.9% of the total)
were in the ninth grade.

Measures

The students self-reported their demographics of gender,
grade, family background, father’s level of education,
mother’s educational level, father’s occupation, and
mother’s occupation (see Table 1 for demographics). They
then completed the following measures.

Internet fiction reading

The present study adapted 23 item Song et al. (2013)%
Internet Fiction Addiction Questionnaire (IFAQ). The
IFAQ comprises five factors including withdrawal reac-
tions and tolerance, with a total of 23 items. Items are
on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 to 5 is used
for scoring, from “completely inconsistent” to “completely
consistent”. The higher total score means a more serious
addiction to internet fiction. In this study, the Cronbach’s
coefficient is 0.933, and the Guttman split-half reliability
is 0.894, which means a high confidence Table 2.

Social anxiety scale

The present study used 6-item Scheier and Carver’s Social
Anxiety Subscale of the self-consciousness scale (SASS)
(Scheier & Carver, 1985). The scale is on a 4-point Likert
scoring ranging from 0 to 3, from “Not at all like me” to
“Very much like me”. The higher scores indicate greater
anxiety. The scale had a Cronbach’s coefficient of 0.79 in
this study.

The self-esteem scale

The study used the 10-item Self-Esteem Scale (SES)
(Winch, 1965). The scale uses a 1-4 Likert scoring method,
ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”.
Items 3, 5, 9, and 10 are reverse-scored. The higher scores
indicate higher levels of self-esteem. The Cronbach’s
coefficient scores from the scale was 0.85 in this study.

Procedure
This study was approved by the Research Ethics Com-
mittee of Shaoxing University and by the principals of
the participating schools. The parents/guardians of the
students consented to the study, and the students assented
to the study.

Data was collected during normal class time.

Data analysis
Data analysis used SPSS 26.0 and AMOS 24.0 sta-
tistical software. In the current study, SPSS 26.0 was
used for describing statistical analysis, correlation anal-
ysis, repeated measures ANOVA and so on. Amos 24.0
was used to establish a mediation model to analyze the
relationship between self-esteem, social anxiety and inter-
net fiction reading in adolescent students. The Bootstrap
method with 5000 repeated sampling was used to test the
mediating effect and estimate the confidence interval. We
used x?2/df, GFI, CFI, RMSEA, IFI and TLI as the fitting
indexes of the model. When x2/df was less than 5, GFI,
CFI, IFI and TLI were greater than 0.9, and RMSEA was
less than 0.08, the model fit was reasonable (Sahoo, 2019).
This study used Hearman’s single factor test method
to conduct an unrotated principal component analysis for
variables’ items. The results showed that there were 7
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics analysis of population variables (n = 755)

Item Category Number Percentage (%)
Boy 386 51.13
Gender Girl 369 48.87
Grade 5 160 21.19
Grade 6 171 22.65
Grade Grade 7 130 17.22
Grade 8 159 21.06
Grade 9 135 17.88
. Countryside 106 14.04
Family background City 649 85.96
Primary school 24 3.18
, . Middle school 225 29.80
Father’s level of education High school 214 78,34
Bachelor’s degree or above 292 38.68
Primary school 38 5.03
, . Middle school 230 30.46
Mother’s educational level High school 217 28,74
Bachelor’s degree or above 270 35.76
Worker 157 20.79
Merchant 144 19.07
Father’s occupation Specialist 160 21.19
Civil servant 47 6.23
Other 247 32.72
Worker 123 16.29
Merchant 113 14.97
Mother’s occupation Specialist 162 21.46
Civil servant 37 4.90
Other 320 42.38

factors with eigenvalues greater than 1. The first factor
explained that the variation is 28.21%, which is lower than
the critical standard of 40%.

Results

Descriptive statistics

As Table 3 showed, this study presents the descriptive
statistical analysis of the study variables. The results found
that different grades of adolescents perform differently
from grade five to nine.

Social anxiety effects on internet reading

Amos software was used to analyze the direct effect
of social anxiety on internet fiction addiction. The
results showed that the direct effects model fit well,
x?/df = 3.775, GFI = 0.990, CFI = 0.992, IFI = 0.992,
TLI = 0.979, RMSEA = 0.068. There was a significant
path coefficient between the social anxiety score and the
internet fiction addiction score (8 = 0.42, p < 0.001),
which supported the first hypothesis. As shown in Table 4,
correlation analysis found that the scores of internet fiction
addiction and its dimensions were positively correlated
with the social anxiety scores (p < 0.01). The scores of
internet fiction addiction and its dimensions were nega-
tively correlated with the self-esteem score (p < 0.01). The

score of social anxiety was negatively correlated with the
score of self-esteem (p < 0.01).

Self-esteem mediation

Based on the results of correlation analysis, the present
study further explored the relationship between internet
fiction reading, self-esteem, and social anxiety by model
construction. We added self-esteem as a mediating variable
to construct a mediating model of social anxiety and
internet fiction addiction. The results showed that the
model fit well, x?/df = 4.522, GFI = 0.983, CFI = 0.984,
IFI = 0.984, TLI = 0.966, RMSEA = 0.062. The path
analysis results in the model (as shown in Figure 1) showed
that after adding self-esteem as a mediating variable, the
path coefficients of social anxiety score predicting internet
fiction addiction score is 0.30 (p < 0.001), social anxiety
score predicting self-esteem score is —0.50 (p < 0.001),
and self-esteem score predicting internet fiction addiction
score is —0.24 (p < 0.001).

The present study used the 5000 times bootstrap esti-
mation method for bias-correction and 95% confidence
interval method judgment. As shown in Table 5, the medi-
ating effect size of self-esteem was 0.300 (p < 0.001),
and the 95% confidence interval was [0.193, 0.415],
excluding 0.
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Table 2. Exploratory factor analysis of the internet fiction addiction scale

Item

Factor loading

1 2 3 4 5

v19
v21
vl4
v15
v22
v18
v17
vll
v2
v3
v12
v7
v10
v23
v9
v13
v20
vl
v8
v6
v16
v4
v5
Eigenvalue

0.73
0.72
0.70
0.67
0.66
0.65
0.44
0.73
0.71
0.71
0.66
0.53
0.74
0.73
0.69
0.56
0.49
0.71
0.61
0.56
0.54
0.81
0.45
959 204 122 0986  0.81

Factor contribution rate (%) 19.36 1447 13.19 11.251 5.41
Cumulative contribution rate (%) 19.36 33.84 47.03 58.275 63.68

School grade placement moderation

Repeated measures ANOVA indicated that there were
significant differences in internet fiction addiction across
grades (Fy, 742y = 042.72, p < 0.001, n*> = 0.78), and
significant differences were observed for internet fiction
addiction in the interaction between gender and grade.
Through simple effect analysis, it was found that there was
no significant simple effect of gender on five dimensions
of internet fiction addiction (p > 0.05). However, as shown
in Figure 2, there was significant simple effect of grade
in five dimensions of internet fiction addiction (p < 0.05)
secondary school. Specifically, the scores of withdrawal
response and time management dimensions were from
high to low in the same order of the seventh grade, ninth
grade, eighth grade, sixth grade to fifth grade. In terms
of tolerability, the score of six grade was the lowest.
In the interpersonal academic dimension, the scores of
high-grade primary school students and secondary school
students were lower with grade growth. While in the work
and rest health dimension, students got the highest score in
the ninth grade and the lowest score in the eighth grade.

Discussion

This study found that social anxiety positively predicted
adolescent students’ internet fiction reading, and self-
esteem played a mediating role between social anxiety and
internet fiction reading. The findings are consistent with
other types of internet studies. First, previous studies have

shown that social anxiety can predict internet addiction
(Kavici & Ayaz-Alkaya, 2024; Miao et al., 2018). Dur-
ing adolescence, the severity of social anxiety, which as
an emotional indicator of individuals, leads to behavior
deterioration (Tras & Gokgen, 2020). Internet fiction could
create a virtual space and provide readers with a rich emo-
tional experience (Kartol & Peker, 2020). When adolescent
students with high social anxiety read internet fiction, they
experience various emotions due to the novel’s storyline. If
they only feel pleasure from internet fiction for a long time,
they may gradually become addicted to internet fiction.
Higher self-esteem is significantly negatively corre-
lated with social anxiety (Lai et al., 2023; Kong et al.,
2022). Adolescent students with low self-esteem are more
likely to feel social anxiety. Although few studies directly
confirmed the relationship between self-esteem and ado-
lescent students’ internet fiction reading, there is indirect
evidence from other types of internet use. For exam-
ple, studies suggested that adolescent students with low
self-esteem are more likely to become addicted to the
internet (Charmaraman et al., 2025; Chen et al., 2021).
As a subcategory of internet addiction, internet fiction
addiction not only contains the characteristics of internet
addiction, but also has its own characteristics, such as the
highly interactive, customized, and self-substituent, which
are more in line with the personal myth of adolescence
(Peng et al., 2019). To satisfy the needs of self-esteem,
individuals with low self-esteem will become addicted to
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Table 4. Correlation analysis between variables in adolescents

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1Withdrawal response 1
2Tolerance 0.42%* 1
3Work and rest health 0.97**  0.41%* 1
4Time management 0.67**  0.59**  0.64** 1
SInterpersonal and academic problems  0.54**  0.52*%*  0.41%*  (0.55%* 1
6Internet fiction addiction total score 0.93**  0.86*%* 0.72*%*  0.81** 0.66** 1
7Social anxiety 0.31**  0.20%*  0.19%*%  0.27**  0.22%*%  0.30%* 1
8Self-esteem —0.27*%* —0.20%* —0.25%* —0.32** —0.26** —0.30** —0.41** 1

Note. **p < 0.01.

Table 5. Analysis of mediating effect and its effect size

95% confidence interval The amount

Effect Path Effect size
Lower Upper of the effect
Direct effects Social anxiety — internet fiction 0.12 0.07 0.18 28.57%
addiction
Mediation effect Social anxiety— self-esteem — 0.30 0.19 0.42 71.43%
internet fiction addiction

Total effect 0.42 0.32 0.53
the virtual world in internet fiction by imagining emotional Scores erade 5
and cognitive connections with the characters (Zhao et al., 10
2023). Therefore, adolescent students with low self-esteem 14 —grade 6
are prone to find self-worth in internet fiction, become i grade 7
too dependent on internet fiction, and form an internet 12
fiction addiction. Improving the self-esteem of adolescent 10 grade 8
students could weaken the internet fiction addiction of arade 9

adolescent students caused by social anxiety.

The school grade effect was more pronounced for
secondary school than for primary school students. Specif-
ically, the level of internet fiction addiction among
secondary school students from 7-9 grades was higher
than that of primary school students in 5-6 grades. This
result is consistent with the study of Wang et al. (2017),
which showed that the degree of internet addiction in
secondary school students was higher than that in primary
school students. A possible explanation is that secondary
school students have more opportunities to contact and
use the internet than primary school students (Chen et al.,
2020). When students gradually start to break away from
parents’ control, their internet literacy involves knowl-
edge, emotion, intention and behavior begin to change
(Lietal., 2022). Internet addiction significantly positively
correlated with time spent on the internet (Chemnad et al.,
2025). Studies also suggested that secondary school stu-
dents have worse self-control ability in internet use (Liu
etal., 2023; Vazsonyi & Cho, 2022). Therefore, secondary
school students are more likely to be addicted to internet
fiction than primary school students.

Implications for research and practice

This study has several theoretical implications for the
literature on adolescents’ internet fiction reading. First, the
results revealed the characteristics of adolescents’ internet
fiction reading. Social anxiety is significantly correlated
with adolescents’ internet fiction reading. Parents and

6 A
4 \
2
0
Withdrawal Tolerance Work and rest Time Interpersonal and
response health management academic
problems

Figure 2. Grade effect in dimensions of internet fiction addiction
score

teachers should consciously cultivate the social skills of
adolescents. Effective social activities may reduce ado-
lescents’ addiction to internet fiction (Erbas & Giimiis,
2020; Wang et al., 2025). Second, this study found sup-
port for self-esteem as a critical mediator between social
anxiety and adolescents’ internet fiction reading. Student
counselling and development services should pay attention
to adolescent students’ self-esteem, especially in social
activities. The setbacks in real-life social activities may
lead adolescents to escape to the virtual world of the
internet, and the world in internet fiction is one of them
(Dao & Alexandrovna, 2025).

Strengths, limitations, and future recommendations
The present study has several limitations. First, we only
employ research design of cross-sectional research. On this
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basis, future research can further carry out longitudinal
research on adolescent’s internet fiction reading to explore
the development trajectory of adolescent’s internet fiction
reading and the influencing effect of other factors. Second,
this study only explored the influence of social anxiety and
self-esteem. Future study could consider other influencing
factors such as personality traits on adolescent’s internet
fiction reading. Third, the current study has limits in
subject representation. It is necessary to carefully consider
the generalizability of the results. Future research could
recruit adolescents from different regions to participate
in study.

Conclusion

The present study found that adolescent students’ internet
fiction reading has its own developmental characteristics,
and social anxiety affects adolescent students’ internet
fiction reading through self-esteem. The results indicate
that social anxiety positively predicts internet fiction read-
ing, and adolescents’ self-esteem plays a mediating role.
The findings theoretically enrich studies of adolescents’
internet fiction reading and clarify the influences of social
anxiety and self-esteem on adolescents’ internet fiction
reading. Findings suggest the need for student counseling
and development services to pay more attention to adoles-
cent’s internet fiction reading for preventing adolescents
from addicting to internet fiction reading.
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