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Purpose: The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between virtual space
addiction and academic decline with the mediating role of emotional self-regulation in students.
Methodology: This descriptive-correlational study involved all third-grade female high school
students in District 2 of Sari. According to inquiries made to the Educational Deputy of the Sari
District 2 Education Department, the total number of students was 950 during the 20242025
academic year. Based on Krejcie and Morgan’s sampling table, a statistical sample size of 265
students was determined. Data were collected using the Virtual Space Addiction Questionnaire
by Sadeghzadeh et al. (2018), the Academic Decline Questionnaire by Mosavipana et al. (2015),
and the Emotional Self-Regulation Questionnaire by Hofmann and Kashdan (2010). Data analysis
was conducted using the Kolmogorov—Smirnov test, Pearson correlation test, and structural
equation modeling via SPSS and Smart PLS software.

Findings: The results indicated that the direct effect of virtual space addiction on emotional
self-regulation was significant and positive, with a path coefficient of 0.518 and a t-value of
3.925. The direct effect of emotional self-regulation on academic decline was also significant and
positive, with a path coefficient of 0.540 and a t-value of 2.069. Furthermore, the direct effect
of virtual space addiction on academic decline was significant and positive, with a path coefficient
of 0.601 and a t-value of 5.665. These results confirm the relationships between the study
variables. The indirect effect coefficient of virtual space addiction on academic decline through
emotional self-regulation was 0.880, indicating that emotional self-regulation significantly
mediates the relationship between virtual space addiction and academic decline.

Conclusion: Overall, it can be concluded that educational and psychological interventions
aimed at enhancing emotional self-regulation skills can play a vital role in reducing virtual space
addiction and improving students’ academic performance. Teaching emotion regulation skills
within school curricula and counseling programs may serve as an effective strategy in this regard.
Additionally, raising awareness among parents and teachers about this connection may help them

provide more effective support for students.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The unprecedented advancement of digital technologies over recent decades has profoundly
transformed adolescents' lifestyles and learning environments. Among the most significant outcomes of
this transformation is the widespread use of virtual platforms, particularly among students. The concept
of virtual space dependency—often synonymous with internet addiction—has emerged as a pressing
psychological and educational concern. It refers to compulsive and uncontrolled use of internet-based
tools, such as smartphones, social media platforms, online games, and messaging apps, often leading to
disruptions in emotional regulation and academic engagement (Kuss & Griffiths, 2019; Yildiz Durak,
2020).

Studies consistently report a significant inverse relationship between excessive internet use and
students’ academic performance. High levels of virtual space dependency are frequently associated with
reduced academic focus, disorganization, decreased sleep quality, and lowered engagement with
educational tasks (Chen et al., 2018; Liu et al., 2020). Furthermore, it has been shown that students
addicted to digital media platforms are at a heightened risk for academic failure, often due to increased
procrastination and time mismanagement (Guo et al., 2021; Park & Jung, 2019). However, the relationship
between internet dependency and academic decline is not solely linear or unidimensional. Psychological
mediators, especially emotional self-regulation, have been proposed as mechanisms underlying this
association (Baradaran & Ranjbar Noushari, 2022; Roberts & David, 2021).

Emotional self-regulation refers to the capacity to monitor, evaluate, and modulate emotional
responses in order to achieve goal-directed behavior and social adaptation. It plays a pivotal role in the
educational context, enabling students to manage academic stress, frustration, and performance pressure
effectively (Odebunmi & CaGina, 2025; Salmela Aro & Upadyaya, 2020). Adolescents with higher
emotional regulation skills are more capable of maintaining their academic performance, even under
psychological distress or technological distractions (Abdulahi Beqgrabadi & Heidary rad, 2025; Mikaeili
et al., 2024). On the contrary, poor emotional regulation may not only increase susceptibility to digital
addiction but may also exacerbate its negative effects on academic performance (Yan et al., 2022; Zhang
& Zhao, 2021).

Previous research has indicated that students lacking effective emotion regulation skills are more
likely to use digital tools as a maladaptive coping mechanism for dealing with emotional distress or social
challenges (Ahangarnasab et al., 2023; Dong et al., 2023). This cyclical interaction may further
compromise their academic commitments, time management, and mental health (Barzeh et al., 2023;
Nooripour et al., 2023). Emotional dysregulation has also been found to mediate the relationship between
internet overuse and mental disorders such as anxiety, depression, and academic burnout (Kuz et al., 2022;
Sahin, 2020).

While the literature has largely focused on the direct effects of internet addiction on academic
outcomes, relatively fewer studies have explored the mediating mechanisms explaining this relationship.
Research by (Li et al., 2018) and (Chen et al., 2018) demonstrates that emotional regulation not only
correlates with internet usage habits but also moderates the adverse effects of excessive digital engagement
on school achievement. Moreover, interventions targeting emotion regulation have proven effective in
reducing procrastination and improving academic self-regulation among students with high internet
dependency (Abdulahi Begrabadi & Heidary rad, 2025; Baradaran & Ranjbar Noushari, 2022).

Considering the above, the present study aimed to investigate the mediating role of emotional self-
regulation in the relationship between virtual space dependency and academic decline among adolescent
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students. By incorporating emotion regulation as a core variable, this research contributes to a more
nuanced understanding of the psychological underpinnings of academic outcomes in the digital age.

Methods and Materials

This descriptive-correlational study was conducted among third-grade female high school students
in District 2 of Sari, Iran. Based on formal reports from the Educational Deputy, the total population for
the academic year 2024-2025 was 950 students. Utilizing Krejcie and Morgan’s sampling table, a
statistically valid sample size of 265 students was determined. Participants were selected through
convenience and simple random sampling from various public high schools.

Three standardized instruments were employed to collect data:

1. Virtual Space Dependency Questionnaire developed by Sadeghzadeh et al. (2018),
consisting of 32 items rated on a 5-point Likert scale.

2. Academic Decline Questionnaire by Mousavipanah et al. (2015), including 20 items
assessing personal, familial, and educational dimensions of academic decline.

3. Emotional Self-Regulation Scale by Hoffman and Kashdan (2010), comprising 20 items
across adaptability, concealment, and tolerance subscales.

The internal consistency of the instruments, as measured by Cronbach’s alpha, was 0.79 for virtual
space dependency, 0.76 for academic decline, and 0.75 for emotional self-regulation. Data analysis was
performed using SPSS and Smart PLS. Normality was assessed using the Kolmogorov—-Smirnov test.
Pearson correlation coefficients and structural equation modeling (SEM) were applied to test direct and
indirect relationships among variables.

Findings

Descriptive statistics revealed that the mean score for virtual space dependency was 107.05 (SD =
10.23), for academic decline 77.12 (SD = 17.48), and for emotional self-regulation 86.43 (SD = 10.65).
The Kolmogorov—Smirnov test confirmed normal distribution for all variables.

The results of Pearson correlations showed significant inverse relationships between virtual space
dependency and emotional self-regulation (r = -0.359, p < 0.001), emotional self-regulation and academic
decline (r =-0.682, p < 0.001), and virtual space dependency and academic decline (r =-0.361, p = 0.002).

Structural equation modeling confirmed that:

. Virtual space dependency had a significant negative direct effect on emotional self-
regulation (p =-0.518, t = 3.925).

. Emotional self-regulation negatively predicted academic decline (p = -0.540, t = 2.069).
. Virtual space dependency positively predicted academic decline (p = 0.601, t = 5.665).

. The indirect effect of virtual space dependency on academic decline through emotional
self-regulation was also significant (f = 0.880).

Model fit indices supported the proposed mediation model.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the current study provide empirical support for the hypothesis that emotional self-
regulation significantly mediates the relationship between virtual space dependency and academic decline.
These results align with prior studies emphasizing the detrimental impact of excessive digital engagement
on academic performance, especially when compounded by poor emotional regulation capacities.
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The inverse relationship between virtual space dependency and emotional self-regulation suggests
that adolescents immersed in digital environments may experience a decline in their ability to regulate
emotions effectively. This aligns with cognitive-behavioral theories which posit that maladaptive digital
behavior is often a compensatory strategy for regulating negative emotions. Adolescents lacking emotion
regulation skills may turn to the virtual world to escape psychological distress, inadvertently reinforcing
patterns of dependency and academic disengagement.

The direct relationship between emotional self-regulation and academic decline further
emphasizes the importance of psychological resilience in educational settings. Students with better
emotion regulation are likely to experience less anxiety, cope more adaptively with academic demands,
and show greater persistence in the face of academic challenges. Conversely, emotion dysregulation may
exacerbate procrastination, academic stress, and disorganization, culminating in reduced academic
performance.

Importantly, the mediation analysis confirms that emotional self-regulation is a crucial explanatory
mechanism linking virtual space dependency to academic decline. This highlights the need for
interventions that focus not only on reducing screen time but also on building emotional skills.
Incorporating emotion regulation training into school curricula and psychological counseling programs
may mitigate the negative consequences of digital overuse.

In conclusion, the study contributes to the literature by illustrating that emotional self-regulation
serves as a psychological buffer that protects adolescents from the harmful academic effects of internet
addiction. As digital technologies become increasingly embedded in educational and social life, equipping
students with emotional regulation skills may be one of the most effective strategies for fostering academic
resilience in the digital era.
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