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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the structural relationships of mindfulness and self-
control with students’ psychological well-being by considering the mediating role of
problematic social media use. This applied study employed a descriptive-
correlational design based on structural equation modeling. The statistical population
consistedof 18,917 junior secondary school students in Babol, Iran, during the 2023—
2024 academic year. Using Cochran’s formula, 377 students were selected through
multistage cluster sampling. Data were collected using the Tangney Self-Control
Scale, the Freiburg Mindfulness Inventory—Short Form, the Bergen Problematic
Social Media Use Scale, and Diener’s Psychological Well-Being Questionnaire. The
data were analyzed using structural equation modeling with SPSS version 26 and
AMOS version 24. Structural model analysis indicated that problematic social media
use had a significant negative direct effect on psychological well-being (p=—0.309,
p=0.002). Mindfulness had a significant negative direct effect on problematic social
media use (p=—0.191, p=0.005), and self-control also exerted a significant negative
direct effect on problematic social media use (p=—0.354, p=0.003). The analysis of
indirect effects further demonstrated that mindfulness had a significant indirect effect
on psychological well-being through problematic social media use ($=0.059,
p=0.002). Similarly, the indirect effect of self-control on psychological well-being
through problematic social media use was positive and statistically significant
(B=0.109, p=0.002). These results supported the mediating role of problematic social
media use in the relationships between both psychological resources and students’
well-being. The findings suggest that greater mindfulness and self-control may
contribute to higher psychological well-being among adolescents by reducing
problematic engagement with social media. Accordingly, interventions aimed at
strengthening mindfulness, behavioral self-regulation, and self-control while
promoting healthier patterns of social media use may be beneficial for improving the
psychological well-being of secondary school students.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Adolescence is a critical developmental period characterized by substantial biological, cognitive, emotional,
and social changes. During this stage, individuals encounter increasing academic demands, changes in
interpersonal relationships, a growing need for autonomy, and greater sensitivity to social evaluation. These
developmental circumstances can increase vulnerability to psychological difficulties and make the promotion
of psychological well-being particularly important. Adolescents experiencing emotional and psychological
problems may encounter substantial impairment in their personal, academic, and social functioning,
highlighting the need to identify both risk and protective factors associated with their mental health
(Donaldson et al., 2014). Within positive psychology, psychological well-being is viewed as more than the
absence of psychological symptoms. It encompasses positive functioning, adaptive emotional experiences,
effective relationships, competence, and the ability to manage developmental challenges. Evidence indicates
that emotional and personality-related characteristics contribute substantially to adolescents' eudaimonic well-
being (Salavera et al., 2020), while interventions focused on positive psychological resources can improve
adolescents' psychological well-being and resilience (Ebrahimi & Esmaeili, 2023). Positive activities may
also promote well-being by influencing thoughts, emotions, and behaviors in adaptive directions
(Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013).

The rapid expansion of social media has introduced an important new context within which adolescent
psychological functioning develops. Social media platforms provide opportunities for communication, self-
expression, social connection, and information exchange; however, excessive or poorly controlled engagement
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can develop into problematic patterns of use. Problematic social media use is not merely defined by the amount
of time spent online but involves difficulties in regulating use, persistent preoccupation, repeated checking,
impaired control, and interference with everyday activities. Network-based evidence has demonstrated that
problematic social media use consists of interconnected symptoms, with some symptoms playing particularly
central roles in maintaining dysfunctional patterns of engagement (Li et al., 2023). Research among high-
school students has further shown that problematic Internet use is associated with poorer well-being, lower
self-esteem, and diminished self-control (Mei et al., 2016). More recent evidence suggests that social media
and Internet addiction may influence students' mental health through multiple psychological and social
pathways, including mindfulness-related mechanisms (Zewude et al., 2025). The fact that intervention
programs can reduce Internet-related addictive behaviors among high-school students further supports the view
that problematic digital behavior is modifiable rather than inevitable (Mohammadi & Kojouri, 2022).
Self-control is among the psychological characteristics most relevant to the regulation of online behavior. It
refers to the capacity to inhibit impulses, manage immediate desires, regulate emotions, and organize behavior
in accordance with longer-term goals. Social media environments continuously expose users to notifications,
interpersonal feedback, novel content, and rapidly available rewards. Consequently, individuals with weaker
self-control may be particularly susceptible to repeated and uncontrolled engagement. Research on Facebook
addiction has identified dysfunctional self-control and impulsivity as important mechanisms underlying
addictive patterns of use (Cudo et al., 2020). Similarly, conceptual models of problematic social media use
have emphasized self-control as a central regulatory mechanism that determines whether an individual can
successfully limit and manage digital behavior (Zahrai et al., 2022). Among adolescents, this capacity may
be especially important because self-regulatory abilities are still developing while the motivational salience of
peer interaction and immediate social reinforcement is particularly strong.

Mindfulness represents another potentially protective psychological resource. Mindfulness refers to deliberate,
present-centered, and relatively nonjudgmental awareness of internal and external experiences. By increasing
awareness of thoughts, feelings, and impulses before they are automatically translated into behavior,
mindfulness may facilitate more adaptive self-regulation. Research with secondary school students has shown
that mindfulness-based approaches can contribute to favorable outcomes in anxiety, self-concept, and
academic functioning (Franco etal., 2010). Mindfulness has also been linked to adaptive thinking and learning
processes (Henriksen et al., 2020). Importantly, mindfulness is associated with psychological well-being,
cognitive emotion regulation, and cognitive flexibility (Haddadi et al., 2024), while research among
adolescents suggests that its association with psychological well-being may also operate through variables
such as rejection sensitivity and self-esteem (Ebrahimi & Mousavian Khatir, 2023).

Mindfulness may be particularly relevant in the digital context because many problematic social media
behaviors become habitual or automatic. Individuals may check social media in response to boredom, negative
affect, anxiety, loneliness, or environmental cues without deliberate decision-making. Greater mindfulness
may interrupt this automatic sequence by allowing individuals to recognize impulses and choose whether to
act onthem. Evidence indicates that mindfulness can attenuate negative associations between excessive social
media use and important outcomes (Ma et al., 2025). It has also been identified as a moderating factor in the
association between social media addiction and emotional-social health (Zare et al., 2024). Beyond excessive
use itself, mindfulness may protect against other maladaptive online behaviors; for example, it has been shown
to moderate psychological mechanisms linking adverse social experiences to online aggressive behavior (Zhao
et al., 2025). Mindfulness-based interventions targeting Internet gaming addiction have additionally suggested
that changes in self-control may constitute one of the mechanisms through which mindfulness influences
problematic digital behavior (Shamli et al., 2018).
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Taken together, previous findings indicate that mindfulness and self-control may function as protective
psychological resources, whereas problematic social media use may constitute an important behavioral
mechanism connecting these resources to adolescent psychological well-being. Nevertheless, these variables
have often been examined separately rather than simultaneously within an integrated structural framework.
Therefore, the present study aimed to examine the structural relationships of mindfulness and self-control with
psychological well-being among junior secondary school students, with particular emphasis on the mediating
role of problematic social media use.

Methods and Materials

The present study was applied in purpose and employed a descriptive-correlational design based on structural
equation modeling. The statistical population consisted of all junior secondary school students studying in
Babol, Iran, during the 2023-2024 academic year, totaling 18,917 students. Based on Cochran's formula, a
sample of 377 students was selected through multistage cluster sampling. Initially, 10 schools were randomly
selected from junior secondary schools in Babol. Classes were subsequently selected from the participating
schools, and students were randomly recruited to participate in the study.

Data were collected using four standardized self-report instruments. Self-control was assessed using the 13-
item version of the Tangney Self-Control Scale, with responses provided on a five-point Likert scale.
Mindfulness was measured using the 14-item Freiburg Mindfulness Inventory—Short Form, rated on a four-
point Likert scale. Problematic social media use was assessed using the six-item Bergen scale, with items
scored on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 to 5, with higher scores representing greater problematic or
addictive use. Psychological well-being was assessed using Diener's eight-item Psychological Well-Being
Questionnaire, in which responses are rated on a seven-point scale and total scores range from 8 to 56, with
higher scores indicating greater psychological well-being. Data analysis was performed using SPSS version
26 and AMOS version 24. Structural equation modeling was used to examine the hypothesized direct and
indirect relationships among mindfulness, self-control, problematic social media use, and psychological well-
being. Normality was also evaluated using skewness and kurtosis indices.

Findings

The distributional characteristics of the study variables supported the normality assumption, as all reported
skewness and kurtosis coefficients were within the acceptable range of —3 to +3. Structural path analysis
demonstrated that problematic social media use had a statistically significant negative direct effect on
psychological well-being (B =—0.309, p = 0.002). Thus, higher levels of problematic social media use were
associated with lower levels of psychological well-being among the students.

Mindfulness had a statistically significant negative direct effect on problematic social media use (f =—0.191,
p = 0.005), indicating that students with higher mindfulness reported lower problematic social media use. Self-
control also had a significant negative direct effect on problematic social media use, and this path was stronger
than the corresponding path for mindfulness (B = —0.354, p = 0.003). Therefore, greater self-control was
associated with substantially lower problematic engagement with social media.

The analysis of indirect effects further supported the mediating role of problematic social media use.
Mindfulness showed a significant positive indirect effect on psychological well-being through problematic
social media use (B = 0.059, p = 0.002), with the reported 95% confidence interval ranging from 0.026 to
0.107. Similarly, self-control exerted a significant positive indirect effect on psychological well-being through
problematic social media use (B =0.109, p = 0.002), with a 95% confidence interval ranging from 0.055 to
0.186. These findings indicated that higher mindfulness and self-control were associated with better
psychological well-being partly because they were related to lower levels of problematic social media use. The
larger indirect coefficient for self-control suggested that behavioral self-regulation may have a particularly
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important role in the pathway linking personal psychological resources to well-being through social media
behavior.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that problematic social media use represents an important behavioral correlate of
psychological well-being among adolescents. Students reporting greater difficulty controlling their social
media behavior also reported poorer psychological well-being. Excessive or uncontrolled engagement may
interfere  with adaptive daily activities, increase cognitive and emotional preoccupation with online
interactions, disrupt academic responsibilities and sleep-related routines, and reduce opportunities for
meaningful offline experiences. These processes can collectively undermine positive psychological
functioning.

The negative relationship between self-control and problematic social media use indicates that adolescents'
capacity to regulate impulses and organize behavior in accordance with longer-term goals is particularly
important in digital environments. Social media platforms provide frequent and immediate opportunities for
behavioral reinforcement, making disengagement difficult when regulatory capacity is weak. Adolescents with
stronger self-control may be better able to postpone immediate digital rewards, restrict repeated checking,
regulate the duration of online activity, and maintain a balance between social media use and academic,
interpersonal, and personal responsibilities.

Mindfulness also emerged as an important protective factor. Greater awareness of present-moment experiences
may allow adolescents to recognize urges to use social media before responding automatically. Rather than
immediately checking a platform in response to boredom, distress, or environmental cues, a mindful student
may become aware of the urge and make a more deliberate behavioral choice. In this way, mindfulness may
reduce automatic and emotionally driven patterns of digital engagement.

Most importantly, the significant indirect effects demonstrated that problematic social media use provides a
meaningful mechanism through which mindfulness and self-control are associated with psychological well-
being. Psychological resources may therefore contribute to adolescent well-being not only through internal
emotional or cognitive processes but also through their influence on everyday digital behavior. Self-control
showed the stronger indirect association, suggesting that the ability to regulate behavior may be especially
relevant when adolescents are repeatedly exposed to the immediate rewards and cues embedded in social media
environments.

In conclusion, the structural model indicates that greater mindfulness and self-control are associated with lower
problematic social media use, while problematic social media use is associated with poorer psychological well-
being. Furthermore, problematic social media use significantly mediates the relationships of both mindfulness
and self-control with psychological well-being. These findings emphasize the importance of combining
psychological resource development with healthy digital-behavior management in adolescent mental health
programs. Interventions aimed at strengthening mindfulness, impulse regulation, behavioral self-management,
and deliberate social media use may help reduce maladaptive online engagement and contribute to improved
psychological well-being among junior secondary school students.
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