Journal of Applied Psychological Research

2026

University of Tehran Press

Home Page: https://japr.ut.ac.ir Online ISSN: 26764504

Comparison of Emotional Expressivity, Psychological Flexibility, and
Mentalization in Students with Internet, Gambling, and Nicotine Addiction

Farzin Bagheri Sheykhangafshe!""*', Bita Ghafari Tavasoli?"*', Hanieh Kavoosi3"*,

Vahid Savabi Niri*""', Jafar Hasani’

1. Corresponding Author, Department of Psychology, Faculty of Humanities, Tarbiat Modares University, Tehran, Iran. Email:
farzinbagheri@modares.ac.ir

2. Department of Clinical Psychology, Faculty of Humanities, Islamic Azad University, Science and Research Branch, Tehran, Iran.
Email: bita.ghafari.psy(@gmail.com

3. Department of Clinical Psychology, Faculty of Humanities, Islamic Azad University, Bandargaz Branch, Golestan, Iran. Email:
h.kavoosi.psy(@gmail.com

4. Department of Clinical Psychology, Faculty of Humanities, Islamic Azad University, Ardabil Branch, Ardabil, Iran. Email:
v.savabi@gmail.com

5. Department of Clinical Psychology, Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences, Kharazmi University, Tehran, Iran. Email:
hasanimehr57@khu.ac.ir

ARTICLE INFO

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Research Article

Article History:

Received: 21 Apr 2026
Revised: 26 Jul 2026
Accepted: 17 Aug 2026
First Published: 24 Oct 2026

Keywords:

Behavioral Addiction,
Emotional Expressiveness,
Psychological Flexibility,
Mentalization,

Nicotine

The present study aimed to compare emotional expressivity, psychological
flexibility, and mentalization among university students addicted to the Internet,
gambling, and nicotine. This research was descriptive in nature and adopted a
causal-comparative design. The study population comprised all students enrolled at
public universities in Tehran Province during the first semester of the 2025-2026
academic year. The sample included 150 students aged 18 to 40, who were selected
from five universities in Tehran Province using convenience sampling. Participants
were assessed using the Emotional Expressivity Questionnaire (EEQ), the
Acceptance and Action Questionnaire—II (AAQ-II), and the Mentalization
Questionnaire (MQ). Data were analyzed through MANOVA and LSD post-hoc tests
using SPSS-27. Results of the ANOVA showed significant differences in the mean
scores of emotional expressivity, psychological flexibility, and mentalization among
the three groups. According to the LSD post-hoc test, students addicted to nicotine
obtained the highest scores in emotional expressivity, followed by the gambling and
Internet groups. In psychological flexibility, the gambling group scored highest,
followed by the Internet and nicotine groups. In mentalization, the confidence
component was highest in the nicotine group, followed by the Internet and gambling
groups, whereas the lack of confidence component was highest in the gambling
group, followed by the Internet and the lowest in the nicotine group (p<0.001).
Overall, the pattern of differences among the three groups—internet addiction,
gambling, and nicotine dependence—varied across emotional, cognitive, and
mentalizing dimensions. Specifically, the type of dependency was associated with
differences in emotion regulation, psychological flexibility, and mentalizing ability,
reflecting distinct psychological adaptation patterns in these groups.
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2. Kolmogorov—Smirnov test
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Comparison of Emotional Expressivity, Psychological Flexibility, and Mentalization in

Students with Internet, Gambling, and Nicotine Addiction
Extended Abstract
Aim

In recent years, the expansion of digital lifestyles and the growing pressures of academic life have increasingly
exposed university students to various forms of behavioral and substance-related addictions (Avcu et al., 2026).
Among these, Internet addiction, gambling addiction, and nicotine dependence represent distinct but potentially
overlapping forms of problematic behavior, each of which may have substantial cognitive, emotional, social, and
academic consequences for university students (Von Dennen et al., 2022). Although these conditions differ in their
behavioral and pharmacological characteristics, they may involve shared psychological processes, such as
difficulties in emotion regulation, maladaptive coping, impaired self-control, and altered reward-related decision-
making. Therefore, comparing these forms of addiction may help identify both common and differential
psychological characteristics associated with different addictive behaviors (Glantz et al, 2022; Liu et al, 2025;
Armoon et al, 2025).

Internet addiction refers to persistent and excessive Internet use that is difficult to control and interferes with
daily functioning, academic responsibilities, and interpersonal relationships (Ali et al., 2024). Among university
students, excessive Internet use has been associated with psychological distress, impaired concentration, sleep
disturbances, and reduced academic functioning (Lomas, 2026). Gambling addiction is characterized by persistent
and recurrent gambling behavior despite adverse consequences, often involving impaired control, excessive reward
seeking, and risk-taking. Among students, problematic gambling may contribute to financial difficulties,
interpersonal conflicts, emotional distress, and academic problems (Julius, 2025). Nicotine dependence, in
contrast, involves compulsive nicotine use accompanied by difficulties in controlling consumption and the
emergence of dependence-related symptoms. University students may use nicotine as a means of coping with
academic stress or negative emotions; however, repeated use can reinforce dependence and contribute to
psychological and physical health problems (Algahtani et al., 2023). Despite their differences, these three
conditions may be particularly relevant in university settings because students are exposed to academic stress,
social pressures, increased autonomy, and easy access to digital technologies and potentially addictive substances
and activities (Erdogan Kaya et al, 2021).

Given the wide-ranging psychological and social consequences of these conditions, identifying psychological
characteristics that may distinguish or overlap across different forms of addiction is particularly important (Toprak
& Ay, 2025). Given the wide-ranging psychological and social consequences of these conditions, identifying
psychological characteristics that may distinguish or overlap across different forms of addiction is particularly
important (Du et al, 2024). Emotional expressivity may influence addictive behaviors by shaping emotional
communication and maladaptive coping; lower psychological flexibility may increase vulnerability to addiction
through experiential avoidance; and impaired mentalization may contribute to addiction by interfering with
emotion regulation and understanding of one’s own and others’ mental states (He et al., 2022; Tanhan et al., 2025).

Although previous research has examined these psychological constructs in relation to individual addictive
behaviors, comparative evidence regarding emotional expressivity, psychological flexibility, and mentalization
across Internet addiction, gambling addiction, and nicotine dependence among university students remains limited
(Santoro et al., 2024). A direct comparison of these groups may therefore clarify whether these psychological
characteristics represent common features across different forms of addiction or whether they vary according to
the specific nature of the addictive behavior (Jasper et al, 2026). Accordingly, the present study aimed to compare
emotional expressivity, psychological flexibility, and mentalization among university students with Internet
addiction, gambling addiction, and nicotine dependence, to identify common and differential psychological
characteristics that may inform more targeted preventive and therapeutic interventions.

Methodology

Given the aims of the study, the present research employed a descriptive, causal-comparative design. The
statistical population consisted of all students enrolled in public universities in Tehran Province during the first
academic semester of 2025-2026. Initially, 720 students aged 18—40 years were recruited from five public
universities in Tehran Province (University of Tehran, Shahid Beheshti University, Tarbiat Modares University,
Iran University of Science and Technology, and Allameh Tabataba’i University) using convenience sampling. All
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participants were screened using Young’s Internet Addiction Test (IAT; Young, 1998); the Problem Gambling
Severity Index (PGSI; Holtgraves, 2009); and the Nicotine Dependence Syndrome Scale (NDSS; Shiffman et al.,
2004). Following screening, 168 students met the predefined criteria for Internet addiction, 96 for problematic
gambling, and 74 for nicotine dependence. After excluding participants who met criteria for more than one
addiction group, had incomplete or invalid responses, or met other exclusion criteria, 50 participants were selected
from each group. Thus, the final sample comprised 150 students, including 50 with Internet addiction, 50 with
problematic gambling, and 50 with nicotine dependence. The three groups were mutually exclusive, and all
subsequent statistical analyses were conducted using the final sample of 150 participants.

Participants were eligible for inclusion if they were currently enrolled as students at a university in Tehran
Province, were between 18 and 40 years of age, provided informed consent, and met the predefined cutoff criteria
for one of the three study groups. Specifically, participants were classified as having Internet addiction symptoms
if they obtained a score of >40 on Young’s IAT, as having problematic gambling if they obtained a score of >12
on the PGSI, and as having nicotine dependence if they obtained a score of >40 on the NDSS. These cutoff scores
were used for screening and group classification and did not constitute clinical diagnoses. Participants were
excluded if they submitted incomplete questionnaires, provided invalid or random responses, were concurrently
receiving psychological or psychiatric interventions, or withdrew during data collection.

An a priori power analysis was conducted using G*Power software (Version 3.1.9.2) to determine the required
sample size for comparing three independent groups on multiple dependent variables using a multivariate analysis
of variance (MANOVA). The analysis was based on an alpha level of .05, a statistical power of 0.80, and a medium
multivariate effect size. To ensure adequate statistical power and account for potential exclusions or incomplete
responses, 50 participants were included in each group, resulting in a final sample of 150 participants. The data
were analyzed using MANOVA followed by LSD post hoc pairwise comparisons in SPSS version 27. The chi-
square test was used to compare the demographic characteristics of the three groups. The Kolmogorov—Smirnov
test was used to assess the normality of the distribution of the quantitative study variables. The assumptions of
MANOVA, including homogeneity of variance and covariance matrices, were also examined before the main
analysis. The statistical significance level was set at .05 for all analyses.

The instruments used to measure the variables in this study were as follows:

1. Nicotine Dependence Syndrome Scale (NDSS): The NDSS is a 19-item multidimensional measure developed
by Shiffman et al. (2004) to assess nicotine dependence across five domains: drive, priority, tolerance, continuity,
and stereotypy. Items are rated on a 6-point Likert scale, with higher total scores indicating greater nicotine
dependence. The original study demonstrated good internal consistency (Cronbach’s o = .84) and test—retest
reliability (r = .81). In an Iranian sample, Sadeghi et al (2025) reported acceptable construct validity and internal
consistency (o = .82). In the present study, Cronbach’s o for the total scale was .86.

2. Internet Addiction Test (IAT): The IAT is a 20-item instrument developed by Young (1998) to assess
problematic and excessive Internet use. Items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale, with higher scores indicating
greater severity of Internet-related problems. In an Iranian validation study, Alavi et al. (2010) reported satisfactory
convergent and content validity, with Cronbach’s a = .88 and test—retest reliability = .82. A cutoff score of 46 was
also reported as an optimal threshold for identifying problematic Internet use. Cronbach’s o in the present study
was .92.

3. Problem Gambling Severity Index (PGSI): The PGSI is a 9-item measure designed to assess the severity of
gambling-related problems in the general population (Holtgraves, 2009). Items are rated from 0 to 3, with higher
total scores reflecting greater gambling-related problems. In an Iranian sample, Griffiths and Nazari (2021)
reported strong internal consistency (Cronbach’s o = .90; composite reliability = .91) and supported the one-factor
structure through confirmatory factor analysis. Criterion-related validity was also supported through significant
associations with depression and anxiety. Cronbach’s a in the present study was .88.

4. Emotional Expressiveness Questionnaire (EEQ): The EEQ, developed by King and Emmons (1990), consists
of 16 items assessing three dimensions: positive emotion expression, intimacy expression, and negative emotion
expression. Items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale, with higher scores indicating greater emotional
expressiveness. In an Iranian study, Kargar et al. (2024) reported acceptable construct validity and Cronbach’s a
coefficients of .75, .78, and .74 for positive emotion expression, intimacy expression, and negative emotion
expression, respectively. In the present study, Cronbach’s a coefficients were .82, .88, and .86, respectively.

5. Acceptance and Action Questionnaire—II (AAQ-II): The AAQ-II is a 10-item measure developed by Bond
etal. (2011) to assess psychological flexibility and experiential avoidance. It yields a total score, with higher scores
generally indicating greater psychological flexibility and lower experiential avoidance. The original validation
studies demonstrated satisfactory internal consistency (mean o = .84) and test—retest reliability ranging from .79
to .81. In Iranian samples, Abbasi et al. (2012) reported satisfactory psychometric properties, with internal
consistency coefficients ranging from .71 to .89, while subsequent Iranian research has further supported its
construct validity and reliability. Cronbach’s a in the present study was .84.
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6. Mentalization Questionnaire (MQ): The MQ is a 14-item measure developed by Fonagy etal. (2016) to
assess two dimensions of mentalizing: certainty and uncertainty. Items are rated on a 7-point Likert scale, with
higher scores reflecting more adaptive mentalizing tendencies. The original validation study provided evidence
for its two-factor structure and acceptable criterion-related validity. In an Iranian sample, Drogar et al. (2020)
supported the two-factor structure using confirmatory factor analysis and reported Cronbach’s a coefficients of
.88 for certainty and .66 for uncertainty. In the present study, Cronbach’s a coefficients were .87 and .85,
respectively.

Findings

The results of the chi-square tests indicated a significant difference among the three groups in terms of gender
(*(2)=13.53,p=.001), with a higher proportion of women in the Internet addiction symptoms group and a higher
proportion of men in the nicotine dependence group. A significant difference was also observed in the distribution
of educational level across the three groups (¥*(4) = 16.19, p = .003). In contrast, the groups did not differ
significantly in terms of age (¥*(4) = 7.96, p = .093), duration of addictive behavior (¥*(4) = 2.25, p = .690), or
marital status (y*(2) =2.16, p =.340). Duration of addictive behavior was assessed through self-report and recorded
in years, based on participants’ reported time since the onset of their respective addictive behavior. Thus, the three
groups were generally comparable with respect to the examined demographic and clinical characteristics, except
for gender and educational level.

Before conducting the multivariate analysis, the assumptions of MANOVA were examined. The
Kolmogorov—Smirnov test indicated that the distributions of the study variables did not significantly deviate from
normality (p > .05). The assumption of homogeneity of variances was also satisfied (p > .05). In addition, the
homogeneity of covariance matrices was confirmed, indicating that the covariance matrices were comparable
across the three groups. The independence of observations was ensured through the study design.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and one-way ANOVA results for emotional expressivity, psychological
flexibility, and mentalization across the three groups

Internet addiction . Nicotine
. Gambling M
Variable symptoms M +SD dependence F P n?
+SD M+=SD
Positi )
ositive. emotion ¢ 35 4 583 20.72+£3.10  24.30 £2.66 5485  <.001 43
expression
Intimacy expression 12.12 +1.69 1470 £2.95 16.32+2.46 38.14 <.001 .34
Negative emotion | 1), 34 1246156 14.44+2.23 7571 <.001 51
expression
Psychological
e 37.26 £ 3.66 4954 +£234 30.24+1.94 630.09 <.001 .90
flexibility
Certainty 33.08 £2.70 2824+2.10 47.20+3.25 651.53 <.001 .90
Uncertainty 19.22 £2.20 2434+2.08 1542+2.18 214.68 <.001 74

MANOVA was then conducted to examine differences among the Internet addiction symptoms, gambling,
and nicotine dependence groups in emotional expressiveness, psychological flexibility, and mentalization. The
results indicated a statistically significant overall multivariate group effect (Wilks’ Lambda = .011, F =199.16, p
< .001). Following the significant multivariate effect, univariate ANOVAs were conducted to determine which
dimensions contributed to the observed group differences. Significant differences were found for positive emotion
expression (F = 54.85, p <.001, n? = .43), intimacy (F = 38.14, p <.001, n* = .34), negative emotion expression
(F=75.71,p <.001,n*=.51), psychological flexibility (F = 60.09, p <.001, n?> = .89), certainty (F = 65.53, p <
.001, n?=.90), and uncertainty (F =214.68, p <.001, n*>=.74).

LSD post-hoc pairwise comparisons were subsequently performed to identify the specific group differences.
Positive emotion expression, intimacy, and negative emotion expression were significantly higher in the nicotine
dependence group than in the Internet addiction symptoms and gambling groups, and higher in the gambling group
than in the Internet addiction symptoms group (all p <.001). Psychological flexibility was significantly higher in
the gambling group than in the Internet addiction symptoms and nicotine dependence groups, and higher in the
Internet addiction symptoms group than in the nicotine dependence group (p <.001). For mentalization, certainty
was significantly higher in the nicotine dependence group than in the Internet addiction symptoms and gambling
groups, and higher in the Internet addiction symptoms group than in the gambling group. Conversely, uncertainty
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was significantly higher in the gambling group than in the Internet addiction symptoms and nicotine dependence
groups, and higher in the Internet addiction symptoms group than in the nicotine dependence group (all p <.001).

Conclusion

The findings demonstrated distinct patterns of emotional and cognitive characteristics across the three groups.
Students with nicotine dependence showed significantly higher levels of positive emotional expression, intimacy,
negative emotional expression, and mentalization certainty, together with significantly lower psychological
flexibility than the other groups. This pattern may indicate a profile characterized by greater emotional
expressiveness alongside comparatively lower psychological flexibility; however, this interpretation should be
understood as a possible psychological pattern rather than evidence of a causal relationship (Jasper et al, 2026).
Students with gambling problems exhibited significantly greater psychological flexibility than the Internet
addiction symptoms and nicotine dependence groups, while also showing the highest level of mentalization
uncertainty (Toprak & Ay, 2025). This combination may suggest that greater psychological flexibility does not
necessarily correspond to greater certainty in understanding mental states and may be associated with difficulties
in accurately interpreting internal or interpersonal mental states in the context of gambling-related problems
(Glantz et al, 2022; Liu et al, 2025; Armoon et al, 2025).

Nevertheless, constructs such as impulsivity and emotion-driven decision-making were not directly assessed
in the present study and should therefore not be considered explanations for the observed pattern (Lomas, 2026).
Similarly, although students with Internet addiction symptoms showed the lowest levels of positive and negative
emotional expression and intimacy, the present findings do not provide direct evidence for avoidance, social
isolation, or interpersonal withdrawal (Alqahtani et al., 2023). These observations are better understood as
differences in emotional and cognitive characteristics across the groups rather than as evidence of specific
underlying mechanisms (Santoro et al., 2024). Overall, the findings suggest that emotional expressiveness,
psychological flexibility, and mentalization may represent potentially relevant psychological domains that
distinguish different forms of addictive behavior. These domains may therefore warrant consideration as potential
targets for prevention and intervention, although their clinical utility and modifiability require direct evaluation in
future intervention studies.

Several methodological limitations should be considered when interpreting these findings. First, the cross-
sectional, causal-comparative design prevents conclusions about temporal or causal relationships between the
examined psychological characteristics and addictive behaviors. Second, convenience sampling from five public
universities in Tehran Province may limit the representativeness and generalizability of the findings. Third,
reliance on self-report instruments may have introduced recall, social desirability, and response biases.
Importantly, group membership was determined using predefined questionnaire cutoff scores rather than structured
clinical diagnostic assessments; consequently, the Internet addiction symptoms, gambling problems, and nicotine
dependence groups should not be interpreted as clinically diagnosed populations. Future research should address
these limitations through structured clinical assessments, explicit assessment of co-occurring addictive behaviors,
larger and more diverse samples, and longitudinal or multi-method designs to establish the temporal stability,
clinical relevance, and generalizability of these findings.

Keywords: Behavioral Addiction, Emotional Expressiveness, Psychological Flexibility, Mentalization, Nicotine
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