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Abstract 
 

The present study was conducted to explore the predictive role of secure and insecure relationship 
patterns in trends of social media addiction among university students of Karachi, Pakistan. It further 
aimed at substantiating the dynamics of social media addiction including occupation, relapse, mood 
modification and conflict among the participants. The data was collected from undergraduate students 
at government universities. Research data of 300 university students; 150 males and 150 females aged 
18 to 24 years was gathered using socio demographic form, consent form, Relationship scale 
questionnaire and Social media addiction scale. Following hypothesis were formulated to meet the 
objective of the study 1) secure relationship pattern would determine the trends of social media 
addiction among university students, 2) Insecure relationship patterns would determine the trends of 
social media addiction among university students. Linear regression analysis predicted significant 
association between trends of social media addiction (relapse, occupation, mood modification and 
conflict) and secure and insecure relationship patterns among university students. The findings 
concluded secure and insecure relationship patterns to have significant predictive relationship with 
social media addiction that was further elaborated in the form of relapse, occupation, mood 
modification and conflict among university students of Karachi Pakistan.  
 
Keywords: Social Media Addiction, Secure and Insecure Relationship Patterns, University Students. 

 
Introduction  
 
The usage of the internet in terms of social media and technology has long been an area of interest for 
researchers. Over the last 20 years, social media has proved to be an inseparable part of human lives. 
Social media usage has been increasing in daily practice and its pace has skyrocketed in the last few years. 
The technological evolution has raised concern among psychologists all over the world to explore and 
conclude detrimental effects of excessive social media use, especially the social displacement, a result of 
decreased face-to-face human communication due to increased social networking use. The belief that 
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social media has taken over human relationships has been existing across cultures for the last many 
decades (Allen, 2019). 
 
Social media addiction is described as a mental preoccupation with the use of social networks and the 
diversion of time to these networks to the point that it interferes with other social practices such as 
occupational and professional activities, interpersonal relationships and subjective well-being causing life 
disturbance. (Zaremohzzabieh et al., 2015) 
 
Researchers have highlighted six different online behaviors that may result in addiction to social media 
(Brown, 1993; Griffith, 2005). The identified behavioral features resulting from addiction to social 
media   are as below 
 
1. Salience: social media being the only important factor in an individual’s life, cognitively, and 
behaviorally. 
2. Modification: consistent use of social media to alter an individual’s mood. 
3. Tolerance: the period spent on social media increasing over time and building up to spend longer 
periods online to achieve the desired mood. 
4. Conflict: the intrapsychic, intrapersonal, and interpersonal conflicts that result in disturbed social 
relations and loss of self-control in the individual 
5. Withdrawal Symptoms: the physical and psychological symptoms in an individual that appear when the 
social media use is reduced intentionally or unintentionally. 
6. Relapse: reestablishing the momentum of social media use with an increased frequency and 
persistence after a period of self-restraint. 
 

Literature Review 
 
According to researchers, students are among the most active users of the internet and social media. 
Students' excessive use of social media has both positive and negative learning, social, and wellness 
effects (Jha RK et al.,2016). The excessive usage of social media platforms has been reported by many 
teenagers and university students in order to compensate for the need for affiliation, approval, and 
reassurance in real life.  
 
With reference to the excessive use of social media, there is a burgeoning body of research about the role 
of relationship patterns in the consumption of the internet in general and social media in particular. The 
displacement of real-life relations by social networking on social media platforms has been explored by 
many researchers. Empirical findings have suggested relationship patterns among university students 
have a predictive association with their social media use (Zickurh, 2010). 
 
Relationship patterns are based on early life interactions in the form of attachment patterns. The principle 
of attachment was characterized as early interactions to explain later life relations. Attachment patterns 
act as a predisposing factor that governs the development and survival of adult relationships (Bowlby, 
1980; Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Fraley & Shaver, 2000). 
 
There are four types of relationship patterns are 
 
(i)   Secure Relationship Pattern: Individuals have positive views of themselves and others 
(ii) Dismissing Relationship Pattern: Individuals have a positive impression of themselves and negative 

impressions of others. 
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(iii) Anxious Relationship Pattern: Individuals have pessimistic perceptions about themselves and others 
(iv) Preoccupied Relationship Pattern:  Individuals have positive views of others and a negative view of 

self. 
 
With reference to the description, the relationship patterns fall into two categories, i.e. secure 
relationship patterns and insecure relationship patterns (dismissing, avoidant and anxious.).According to 
past researches, the four relationship patterns predict the different levels of social media addiction.  
 
One of the surveys conducted on a sample of 472 students by Estevez et al., (2017) reveals that behavioral 
vulnerabilities have been linked to insecure relationship pattern. Study found that attachment-related 
issues were indicative of problematic internet usage, video game addiction, and gambling disorder. It 
further states that insecure attachment may influence the development of both substance use and 
behavioral dependencies. 
 
Blackwell et al. (2017) in one of his research stated that the anxious and dismissing relationship patterns 
and social media addiction are positively associated. Such results reflect the correlation between the 
dismissing relationship pattern and the use of the internet (Benormancı et al., 2014; Monacis et al., 2017). 
Therefore, dismissing relationship pattern is only believed to be identical with social media use because 
these individuals are highly anxious about closeness. 
 
Individuals with a preoccupied type of relationship pattern can use the internet extensively, assuming that 
they will not experience such concern in online relationships as they experience in real-life relations 
(Odaci & Cikrikci 2014). The same has been advocated in another research study with Italian young adults. 
The findings suggested that participants reported addiction to social media in terms of exaggerated use of 
social networking sites based upon their prominent personality traits that were related to preoccupied 
relationship pattern and the anxiety associated with the relationships (Schimmenti et al., 2014). On the 
other hand, individuals with secure relationship pattern have trust that their friends and family are able to 
help them whenever they face difficulty.  The stable connections between them and their parents give 
them the confidence to discover and love the world without fear. It helps them to feel comfortable 
expressing emotions and establishing relationships in real life or through social media (Assunção et al., 
2017). Since the use of social media and social networking sites lead to growing sense of connection to 
others, Nadkarni and Hofmann (2012), have proposed that securely connected people can use the social 
media platform to improve current offline relationships. 
 
Another study by Laurette et.,al (2020), reveals that secure relationship pattern has negative correlation 
with social media addiction , as individuals with secure relationship pattern have high self-esteem and 
they have no difficulty in sharing their views with others. They use social media platforms positively and 
handle their social media time without becoming addicted. 
 

Objective and Rationale of the Study 
 
The objective of the present study was to determine the predictive association between secure and 
insecure relationship patterns (dismissing relationship pattern, anxious relationship pattern and 
preoccupied relationship pattern) and trends of social media addiction among university students of 
Karachi Pakistan.  
 
Further, the present study emphasized the importance of secure and insecure relationship patterns 
(dismissing relationship pattern, anxious relationship pattern and preoccupied relationship pattern) in 
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determining the trends of social media addiction. Findings from the study would aid clinicians to better 
understand the predictive pattern between the secure and insecure relationship patterns (dismissing 
relationship pattern, anxious relationship pattern and preoccupied relationship pattern) of individuals and 
their addictive social media usage. With the findings gained from the outcomes of the research the media 
psychologists, cyber psychologists, and developmental psychologists along with parents, teachers and 
educational psychologists working with the university students would be in a better situation to facilitate 
them with constructive approaches towards subjective well-being. 
 

Methodology 
 
Data was collected from participants on an individual basis using purposive sampling technique. The 
participants were informed about the purpose of the study and their voluntary participation. They were 
also informed about their right to withdraw from the research at any stage. 
 
Participants 
 
The research participants consisted of 300 university students, (150 males and 150 females) aged 18 to 24 
years (mean=22.20, SD-2.782). It ensured that all participants were enrolled in undergraduate programs 
at Karachi University and Federal Urdu University of science and Technology Karachi Pakistan. Participants 
provided first consent form, followed by demographic form and then Social Media Addiction Scale and 
Relationship scale questionnaire. 
 
Materials 
 
The following research materials were used in the data collection procedure: 
 
Consent form 
 
An informed consent form was presented to the participants. It was based on basic information about the 
background of the study and the rationale of the research so that the participants understand the 
research purpose. 
 
Demographic Form 
 
Demographic form was used to gather basic information about the participants. It helped the researcher 
to know about the participant’s name, age, gender, date of birth, education, marital status, 
socioeconomic class, family structure and birth order. 
 
Social Media Addiction Scale 
 
Aylin Tutgun-UNAL and Levent Deniz (2015) established Social Media Addiction Scale (SMAS), to assess 
social media addiction. The scale consists of 41 items and has four dimensions, occupation, (individual 
thinks about social media all the time)  mood modification (social media use effects mood), relapse, 
(return of a person back to the previous patterns resulting from the significant distress and discomfort 
arising   when the person stays away from social media or tries to limit the use of social media) and 
conflict (social media negatively affecting real life relationships) that are based  on five points Likert scale 
rating (1 to 5), 1-Never, 2- Rarely, 3-Sometimes, 4- Often 5-Always. The uppermost scores of the scale are 
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205 and the lowest is 41. Cronbach Alpha value calculated in the total social media addiction scale is 
0.967, which displays a high level of reliability. Test-re test reliability co-efficient was found to be 0, 84. 
 
Relationship Scale Questionnaire 
 
The Relationship Scale questionnaire (RSQ) is based on 30 short statements derived from Hazan and 
Shaver´s (1987) attachment measure, Bartholomew and Horowitz´s (1991) Relationship Scale 
Questionnaire, and Collins and Read´s (1990) Adult Attachment Scale. It measures four relationship 
patterns: Secure, anxious, preoccupied, and dismissing. Cronbach's alpha value of scale is 0.63. The 
uppermost scores of the scale are 205 and the lowest is 41. Cronbach Alpha value calculated in the total 
social media addiction scale is 0.967, which displays a high level of reliability. 
 

Result 
 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of the demographic characteristics of the participants (N = 300) 

Variables  F % 

Gender     

Males 150 50.0% 

Females 150 50.0% 

Age     

18-20 146 48% 

21-24 154 52 % 

Marital Status     

Unmarried 300 100% 

Type of Education     

Government 300 100% 

University Program     

Undergraduate 258 86% 

Postgraduate 42 14% 

 
The table above revealed the gender-based frequency of the sample to be 150 with 50% of both genders. 
The variable of age revealed 146 participants to be under the age group of 18-20 years constituting 48 % 
of the sample whereas 154 participants under the age group of 21-24 years constituted 52% of the 
research sample. The variable of marital status revealed all 300 participants of the sample were 
unmarried and constituted 100% of the sample. The variable type of education constituted 300 students 
from government universities and constituting 100% of the sample respectively. The variable university 
program had a frequency of 258 belonging to undergraduate studies and 42 belonging to postgraduate 
studies constituting 86% and 14% of the research sample respectively. 
 

Table 2: Summary of linear regression analysis of secure relationship pattern as a determinant of   social 
media addiction (relapse) among study participants (N=300) 

Predictor R R
2
 df F Sig. 

Secure relationship pattern .219
a
 .048 298 15.082 .000 

*p <.05, df = (1,298) 
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Table 3: Summary of the linear regression of Secure relationship pattern as the determinant of social 
media addiction (Occupation) among study participants (N=300) 

Predictor R R
2            

 df F Sig. 

Secure relationship pattern .171
a
 .029   298 8.941 .003 

*p <.05, df= (1,298) 
 
Table 4: Summary of linear regression analysis of secure relationship pattern as the determinant of social 

media addiction (mood modification) among study participants (N=300) 

Predictor R R
2
 df F Sig. 

Secure relationship pattern .281
a
 .079 298 25.506 .000 

 *p <.05, df = (1,298) 
 

Table 5: Linear regression analysis with secure relationship patterns as a determinant of social media 
addiction (conflict) among university among study participants (N=300) 

Predictor R R
2
   df F Sig. 

Secure relationship pattern .312
a
 .098   298 32.202 .000* 

Note: p<.005
*
a. Predictors, df = (1, 298) 

 
Table 6: Summary of Linear Regression analysis of   insecure relationship pattern as the determinant of 

social media addiction (relapse) among study participants (N=300) 

Predictor R R
2
 df F Sig. 

Insecure relationship pattern .193
a
 .037 298 11.483 .001 

*p <.05, df = (1,298) 
 

Table 7: Summary of Linear Regression analysis of   insecure relationship pattern as the determinant of 
social media addiction (occupation) among study participants (N=300) 

Predictor R R
2
 df F Sig. 

Insecure relationship pattern .285
a
 .078 298 26.441. .000 

*p <.05, df = (1,298) 
 

Table 8: Summary of Linear Regression analysis of   insecure relationship pattern as the determinant of 
social media addiction (mood modification) among study participants (N=300) 

Predictor R R
2
 df F Sig. 

Insecure relationship pattern .286
a
 .082 298 26.646 .000 

  *p <.05, df = (1,298) 
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Table 9: Summary of Linear Regression analysis of   insecure relationship pattern as the determinant of 
social media addiction (conflict) among study participants (N=300) 

Predictor R R
2
 df F Sig. 

Insecure relationship pattern .286
a
 .056 298 17.565 .000 

*p <.05, df = (1,298) 
 

Discussion 

 
In the modern era and digitalization of interactions, social media platforms play an imperative role in 
maintaining relationships. Excessive use of social media can lead to addiction. Present study aims to 
highlight the role of relationship patterns in social media addiction. Relationship patterns with individual 
differences are conceptualized in two divisions: secure relationship pattern and insecure relationship 
patterns (anxious, dismissing and avoidant). 
 
The following hypotheses to be tested were formulated based on the available research evidence: 
 
H1 Secure relationship pattern would determine the trends of social media addiction among university 
students. 
H2 Insecure relationship patterns would determine the trends of social media addiction among university 
students. 
 
The empirical validation of first Hypothesis (H1) was confirmed though above mentioned researches. 
Furthermore, Researchers have concluded that university students with strong parental affiliation have a 
less tendency to use social networking sites and get addicted to social media and technological mediums. 
Such individuals are less motivated to escape interpersonal relations as compared to individuals with 
weak parental affiliation having insecure attitudes towards their interpersonal relations. Individuals with 
distorted or insecure attachment with parents are usually stated by researchers to escape their social 
circles and relationships while preferring online social mediums for compensation of emotional needs 
(Savci & Aysan, 2016; Yang et al., 2016). 
 
The second Hypothesis(H2) produced empirically valid results. From one of the studies, it was deduced 
that using social media was a platform for people with high attachment anxiety to handle their self-
presentation and achieve desired intimacy while avoiding rejection hazards (Coan and Sbarra, 2015; 
Oldmeadow et al., 2013). Individuals with high attachment avoidance have historically reported being 
adversely affected by social networking or not being affected at all (Hart et al., 2015; Oldmeadow et al., 
2013). Evidence indicates that individuals with anxious relationship pattern are more inclined to use 
social media platforms than those who are highly avoidant (Chen, 2019). This may be because social 
media makes them have an increased self-esteem, which has a positive effect on user welfare 
(Oldmeadow et al., 2013). According to the results of another research, there is a positive and meaningful 
relationship between avoidant relationship pattern and social media addiction, indicating that insecure 
relationship patterns can lead to social media addiction.  
 
Whereas the anxious relationship pattern is also linked to a higher level of social media addiction because 
anxious people go to great lengths to be accepted by others. They also avoid face-to-face encounters and 
have the benefit of deciding when and how they communicate with others through social networking 
(Monacis et al., 2017, Marino et al., 2019).The avoidant personality type is also related to a greater level 
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of social media addiction, since these people meet their social demands through social media platforms. 
According to another study, individuals with anxious relationship pattern use social media to avert more 
private offline forms of communication, insinuating that they use social networking sites to keep their 
relationships at a psychological distance (Nitzburg & Farber, 2013). 
 
On the other hand, researchers have concluded that among the four different relationship patterns, a 
secure relationship pattern is the most effective prediction of social media addiction. People with a secure 
relationship pattern have constructive attitudes toward themselves and others. Such individuals perceive 
themselves as capable of respect and sincerity. They also have confidence and a strong social attitude. 
Therefore, if those with a secure relationship pattern have difficulty, they believe that they get ample help 
from others through communication on social networking sites (Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Huntsinger & 
Luecken, 2004).In fact, because people with this attachment style have strong self-esteem in face-to-face 
connections, it has been found to be a protective factor against internet addiction ( Monacis, 2017). 
 
Similarly, Eroglu (2016) advocated the association between secure relationship pattern and social media 
addiction. He emphasized that the secure relationship pattern was one of the most stressed indicators of 
overuse of social networking sites particularly Facebook. The outcomes of the study concluded that the 
individuals with secure relationship pattern are relatively more conscious of themselves and others and 
have positive views about themselves and others. Thus they feel capable of affection and sincerity. They 
tend to trust and behave in social settings with assertiveness. 
 
With regard to national research, a study conducted at University of Sargodha, Punjab Pakistan concluded 
that insecure relationship patterns are highly related to social media addiction. However, a secure 
relationship pattern is a positive predictor of social media addiction among university students.  (Anam et 
al.,2011). Although there has been various research about social media addiction, but this study examines 
the role of relationship patterns in developing addiction to social media. As in this digital era online social 
support such as likes, comments, postings, and reposts has become so ubiquitous in the age of social 
media that its core qualities are not completely understood. We discovered that online social support is a 
risk factor for social media addiction. 
 
The connection between dismissing relationship pattern and usage of social media should be 
concentrated in future study, as some of the collected correlations were significant. It will also be 
important to research what's happening in the real environment despite increased confidence in the use 
of social media. Future researches on the stated topic shall explore fear of missing out in the link between 
social media addiction and relationship pattern as a significant confounding variable. 

 
Conclusion  
 
Results from the present study highlighted the dynamics of secure and insecure relationship patterns 
(dismissing relationship pattern, anxious relationship pattern and preoccupied relationship pattern) in 
trends of social media addiction among university students. The findings were parallel to the various 
national and international researches that have previously determined the role of secure and insecure 
relationship patterns (dismissing relationship pattern, anxious relationship pattern and preoccupied 
relationship pattern) in trends social media addiction among university students. 
 
Research outcomes will help to develop social media addiction treatments or interventions that focus on 
emotion control and anxiety stemmed from insecure relationship patterns (dismissing relationship 
pattern, anxious relationship pattern and preoccupied relationship pattern), since both seem to be 
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hazardous factors for social media addiction. In terms of avoiding excessive social media use among 
university students, study finding can be helpful in planning of prevention plans with 
psychotherapeutically designed resources. 
 

Implications and Limitations of the Study  
 
The current research has theoretical as well as practical ramifications.  The present work contributes to 
the area in theory by empirically demonstrating the ways through which the secure and 
insecure relationship patterns (dismissing relationship pattern, anxious relationship pattern and 
preoccupied relationship pattern) are connected to social media addiction. The insight will be applied to 
fully grasp how individuals continue to cope with relationship difficulties and to build preventive 
strategies and clinical intervention. 
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