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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of narrative therapy for internet
addiction and cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) in reducing social anxiety and
rejection sensitivity among adolescent girls with symptoms of internet addiction. A
quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, and two-month follow-up and a
control group was applied. The statistical population comprised female secondary
school students in Lenjan County, Isfahan, during winter 2025 who scored 40-69 on
Young’s Internet Addiction Questionnaire. Sixty adolescents were purposively
selected and randomly assigned into three groups of 20 (narrative therapy, CBT, and
control). Bothinterventions were deliveredineight weekly sessions of 75-95 minutes
each. Social anxiety was assessed using the Social Phobia Inventory (SPIN), and
rejectionsensitivity was measured with the Downey and Feldman questionnaire. Data
were analyzed using repeated-measures ANOVA and Bonferroni post hoc tests with
SPSS version 26. Results indicated that both narrative therapy and CBT significantly
reduced social anxiety compared with the control group (p<0.01), with no significant
difference between the two treatments. Regarding rejection sensitivity, only CBT
showed a significant reduction compared to the control group (p<0.01), while no
significant difference was found between narrative therapy and CBT. Narrative
therapy and CBT are both effective in reducing social anxiety among adolescent girls
with internet addiction symptoms, while CBT demonstrated superior effectiveness in
decreasing rejection sensitivity. These findings support the use of both interventions,
especially CBT, in psychological counseling and therapy centers to promote the
mental health of adolescents struggling with problematic internet use.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Problematic internet use has emerged as a major public health concern over the last two decades, especially
among adolescents who are experiencing rapid psychosocial development while navigating the digital age
(Chenget al., 2025; Young, 1998). The global prevalence of internet addiction among adolescents continues
to rise; a comprehensive meta-analysis synthesizing 164 epidemiological studies reported alarming rates of
internet addiction in Chinese adolescents (Zheng et al., 2025). Similar trends have been observed in Iran and
other Asian societies, where internet dependency is increasingly affecting teenagers’ academic, social, and
emotional functioning (Hashemian et al., 2025; Hosseini Beheshtian, 2011; Pour Rousta et al., 2024;
Zarbakhs Bahri et al., 2012).

The psychological consequences of excessive internet use extend beyond mere time displacement and include
complex emotional and interpersonal disruptions. Social anxiety—a pervasive fear of being negatively
evaluated by others—is strongly associated with problematic internet use in adolescents (Connor et al., 2000;
Ding et al., 2023; Yilmaz et al., 2025). Teenagers with social anxiety often withdraw from real-life social
interactions and turn to online environments as a safer alternative for connection and self-expression (Dong et
al., 2024; Nwufo et al., 2022). Rejection sensitivity—a chronic expectation and intense reaction to perceived
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rejection—nhas also been identified as a key vulnerability factor fueling compulsive internet use (Downey &
Feldman, 1996; Fontana et al., 2018; Tao et al., 2022; Tom et al., 2023). Adolescents who fear rejection
tend to seek refuge in digital spaces where they feel more control and less interpersonal risk (Deriu et al.,
2024; Jin & Jiang, 2025).

Given these intertwined risk factors, psychological interventions targeting both social anxiety and rejection
sensitivity are crucial for mitigating internet addiction and improving adolescents’ mental health. Two
prominent approaches with growing empirical supportare narrative therapy and cognitive behavioral therapy
(CBT). Narrative therapy, grounded in postmodern thought, invites individuals to “re-author” their life stories,
externalize problems, and construct empowering self-narratives (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Deriu et al., 2024).
By helping adolescents separate themselves from their problematic internet use and reconstruct alternative,
strength-based identities, narrative therapy has shown promise in reducing anxiety and enhancing self-esteem
(Dafian & Yousefi, 2024; Ghavami et al., 2014; Gong et al., 2022; Horton & Everett, 2023).

On the other hand, CBT is one of the most evidence-based and structured approaches for behavioral addictions,
including internet addiction (van Rooij et al., 2010; Young, 2007). By challenging maladaptive cognitions,
teaching coping and social skills, and employing exposure strategies, CBT has demonstrated strong outcomes
in reducing problematic internet use and associated emotional distress (Kim et al., 2018; Ksiksou et al., 2023;
Lindenberg et al., 2022; Liu et al., 2017; Reangsing et al., 2025). Despite robust global evidence, direct
comparative studies of narrative therapy and CBT in the Iranian adolescent context are scarce, particularly in
addressing both social anxiety and rejection sensitivity among girls, who may face culturally specific relatio nal
and identity challenges (Hashemian et al., 2025; Sangaran et al., 2024).

This study aimed to fill this gap by systematically comparing the effectiveness of a culturally adapted narrative
therapy protocol for internet addiction with a well-established CBT program on social anxiety and rejection
sensitivity in Iranian adolescent girls. The research sought to generate localized evidence to inform mental
health interventions and guide clinicians and school counselors in selecting optimal treatment strategies.
Methods and Materials

This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest control group design with a two-month follow-up.
The research population comprised female secondary school students in Lenjan County, Isfahan, Iran, during
the winter of 2025. Participants were screened using Young’s Internet Addiction Test (Alavi et al., 2010;
Young, 1998) and included if they scored between 40 and 69, indicating problematic use. A total of 60
adolescents were recruited through purposive sampling and randomly assigned into three groups of 20:
narrative therapy, CBT, and control.

The narrative therapy group underwent an eight-session intervention (75-95 minutes per session) designed and
adapted for Iranian cultural and developmental contexts, integrating key narrative practices such as
externalization, re-authoring conversations, and unique outcomes exploration. The CBT group received eight
sessions of evidence-based cognitive-behavioral techniques for internet addiction, including psychoeducation,
cognitive restructuring, behavioral activation, exposure to anxiety-provoking social situations, and skills
training. The control group received no psychological intervention during the study period.

Assessment tools included the Social Phobia Inventory (SPIN) to measure social anxiety (Connor etal., 2000;
Hassanzadeh Amouzadeh, 2016) and the Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire (RSQ) (Downey & Feldman,
1996; Khushkam etal., 2014). Data were analyzed with repeated-measures ANOVA and Bonferroni posthoc
tests using SPSS version 26 to determine within- and between-group differences across pretest, posttest, and
follow-up phases.

Findings

Both narrative therapy and CBT resulted in significant reductions in social anxiety scores from pretest to
posttest and maintained these improvements at two-month follow-up compared to the control group (p<0.01).
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However, no statistically significant difference was observed between the narrative therapy and CBT groups
in their impact on social anxiety levels.

Regarding rejection sensitivity, the CBT group showed a significant decrease from pretest to posttest and
maintained improvement at follow-up (p<0.01). In contrast, the narrative therapy group exhibited a reduction
in rejection sensitivity, but the change was not statistically significant compared to the control group. Direct
comparison indicated that CBT outperformed narrative therapy in reducing rejection sensitivity, while the two
interventions remained comparable in reducing social anxiety.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings provide important insights into the therapeutic mechanisms and contextual relevance of narrative
therapy and CBT for Iranian adolescents struggling with internet addiction. The comparable effectiveness of
both interventions in reducing social anxiety may stem from their shared emphasis on restructuring internal
narratives and cognitive frameworks associated with fear of negative evaluation (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Deriu
et al., 2024). Narrative therapy fosters a new sense of self by inviting adolescents to reframe their identities
beyond “internet-dependent individuals,” a process that previous studies have linked to lower social fear and
greater self-confidence (Ghavami et al., 2014; Gong et al., 2022; Horton & Everett, 2023). CBT achieves
similar outcomes through direct cognitive restructuring and exposure-based skills training, as supported by
meta-analyses confirming CBT’s efficacy in alleviating anxiety symptoms among internet-addicted
adolescents (Kim et al., 2018; Ksiksou et al., 2023; Reangsing et al., 2025).

The superiority of CBT in reducing rejection sensitivity aligns with its structured focus on interpersonal
cognitions and behavior modification. Rejection sensitivity involves entrenched expectations of social
exclusion and maladaptive interpretations of others’ behaviors (Downey & Feldman, 1996; Fontana et al.,
2018; Tao et al., 2022). CBT explicitly targets these patterns by challenging catastrophic beliefs about
rejection and equipping adolescents with assertiveness and social coping strategies (Tom et al., 2023; van
Rooij et al., 2010). These direct techniques likely contributed to CBT’s stronger impact on rejection-related
vulnerability. Narrative therapy, while transformative in identity reconstruction, may require supplementation
with social skills training to more effectively address interpersonal fear responses (Dafian & Yousefi, 2024;
Shakeri et al., 2020).

These findings also resonate with contemporary theoretical models of internet addiction, which emphasize the
mediating role of emotional dysregulation and social functioning deficits (Cheng et al., 2025; Jin & Jiang,
2025). By disrupting the maladaptive cognitive—emotional cycle underpinning online overuse, both CBT and
narrative therapy can mitigate the reinforcing loop of avoidance, anxiety, and compulsive digital engagement
(Reangsing et al., 2025; Young, 2007). Nevertheless, CBT’s skill-based orientation appears especially
valuable when interpersonal rejection concerns are central to the addiction pattern.

Cultural and gender considerations are particularly salient. Iranian adolescent girls often navigate heightened
relational sensitivity and social expectations, making interventions that address self-narrative and interpersonal
fears simultaneously essential (Hashemian et al., 2025; Sangaran et al., 2024). The narrative therapy model
employed here, adapted for Iranian contexts, demonstrated feasibility and acceptability but may benefit from
integration with structured social skills practice to optimize outcomes for rejection sensitivity. Conversely,
CBT’s structured nature and evidence-based modules make it an immediately deployable option in schooland
clinical settings where trained therapists are available.

This study contributes to the limited comparative research on culturally informed psychological interventions
for internet addiction. The results suggest that integrating narrative identity work with CBT elements could
produce synergistic benefits, particularly in contexts where both identity and relational vulnerability are
pronounced. It also underscores the value of tailoring interventions to cultural and developmental needs rather
than directly transplanting Western protocols.
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In conclusion, both narrative therapy and CBT effectively reduce social anxiety among adolescent girls with
problematic internet use, but CBT demonstrates superior impact on rejection sensitivity. These findings
provide actionable evidence for clinicians, counselors, and school psychologists in selecting or combining
therapeutic approaches to address the multifaceted psychological challenges linked with internet addiction in
Iranian youth.
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