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ABSTRACT 

Vulnerable narcissism is influenced by early life emotional abuse and neglect. College students with vulnerable 

narcissism may potentially encounter difficulties in interpersonal interaction in reality. Alienation and rumination can 

both be induced by vulnerable narcissism.  College students with vulnerable narcissistic tendencies may use social 

media as an alternative and spend a lot of time on social media. A sample of 435 Chinese college students from 17 to 

28 years old (M=21.13, SD=2.18) responded to anonymous questionnaires. The findings revealed that vulnerable 

narcissism caused by early life emotional abuse and neglect leads to greater use of social media among college students, 

and alienation and rumination mediate the effect of vulnerable narcissism on social media use. Our study could help 

provide researchers with evidence of vulnerable narcissism affect the risk of social media addiction. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Over the past decade, the use of social media has 

become increasingly popular in many countries all 

around the world [1]. 

However, concerns have also been raised regarding 

that excessive and compulsive social media use could 

brings about potential negative impact on individuals’ 

physical, psychological and behavioral aspects [2-3]. 

Therefore, in order to improve prevention and treatment, 

it is imperative to identify underlying risk factors and 

mechanisms of social media use in college students. 

Given that satisfying interpersonal and emotional 

needs is the main motivation for college students to use 

social media, it is reasonable to consider the factors that 

affect social media use from a relationship perspective 

[10]. 

From the perspective of individual traits, previous 

studies have found that narcissistic personality can 

significantly predict higher frequency of social media 

use, and the higher the level of narcissism, the longer the 

time spent on social media [5-6]. Nevertheless, the 

definitions of narcissism used in these studies are general 

and do not distinguish between types of narcissism. 

Narcissism is usually related to self-aggrandizing and 

need for attention. However, according to Murray's [7] 

concept, narcissist may also experience feeling of 

devaluation and hypersensitivity [8].The research field 

have advanced distinct types of narcissism: grandiose 

narcissism, versus vulnerable narcissism. Individuals 

identified with vulnerable narcissism show a proneness 

to be overly sensitive to interpersonal and have negative 

emotions, and are more likely to appear defensive with 

more maladaptive traits [9-12]. At the same time, they 

employ avoidant coping responses towards others. This 

set of negative traits can lead to social disconnection [13]. 

Abuse and neglect on emotion has been recognized as 

childhood psychological maltreatment [14]. According to 

Horney [15], the formation of narcissism originates in the 

early days, it is parents’ devaluation towards children that 

brings about narcissism problems. Kohut believes that 

the lack of parental empathy prevents individuals from 

moving beyond the developmental state of early 

narcissism. Also, research suggest that inadequate 

emotional support from caregivers during early life, as 

one type of adverse early life experience, contribute to 

narcissistic vulnerability [16]. Furthermore, according to 

the risky families model, behavioral addictions, such as 

Internet addiction, can be viewed as a means of 

compensating for social and emotional developmental 
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deficits in risky families of youngsters with a history of 

childhood abuse [17]. 

Alienation refers to the state or experience of being 

isolated from the group to which one belongs or from the 

activities in which one is involved and is a societal barrier 

that directly reflect an individual's inability to form 

effective bonds with prosocial institutions such as family, 

school, or peer groups [18]. A study found that university 

students' experiences of childhood neglect positively 

predicted feelings of alienation, and that those with 

higher levels of alienation were more likely to turn their 

attention to the online world in the hope of gaining 

interpersonal compensation through social entertainment 

on online platforms, for example, which may lead to 

excessive use of smartphones and social media [19]. 

Rumination refers to individual's repeated thinking 

about a negative event and its underlying meaning, cause, 

and consequences [20]. A research found that 

participants who scored high on a test of implicit 

narcissism exhibited high levels of expected rumination 

[21]. There is also study found that narcissistic rivalry, 

which is negatively related to agreeableness, can lead to 

interpersonal rumination [22]. In another research which 

focused on Chinese college students, the positive 

association between passive social network use and 

rumination is significant [23]. The study by Kubey et al. 

found that when individuals fall into negative emotions 

for a long time, they will have a tendency to ruminate, 

which will lead to an increase in the frequency of media 

use [24]. The reason may be that media use provides 

individuals with a feasible and effective way to relieve 

anxiety, and people with high rumination level can get 

more attention from others on social media, thereby 

reducing painful emotions [25]. 

Peer socialization theory suggests that youngsters 

with weak ties to family or school may choose poor peer 

groups as their socialization environment. Some studies 

have pointed out that because college students are 

relatively indifferent in interpersonal relationships in real 

life and receive less social support, they are more likely 

to seek sustenance on the Internet [26].  

In conclusion, early life emotional abuse and neglect 

is the factor that led to vulnerable narcissism and 

alienation, and the interpersonal barriers brought about 

by vulnerable narcissism may affect alienation and social 

media use. Also, vulnerable narcissism and rumination 

share similar patterns of interpersonal responses. College 

students have more freedom and self-domination in 

college than in middle school and elementary school, so 

it is speculated that traits such as vulnerable narcissism, 

alienation and rumination are more likely to manifest, 

and they may spend more time on smartphones and social 

media. Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1. (H1): Early life emotional abuse & 

neglect positively predicts vulnerable narcissism. 

Hypothesis 2. (H2) : Vulnerable narcissism mediates 

the association between Early life emotional abuse & 

neglect and alienation and rumination. 

Hypothesis 3. (H3) : Vulnerable narcissism positively 

predicts social media use. 

Hypothesis 4. (H4) : Alienation and rumination 

mediates the effect of vulnerable narcissism on social 

media use. 

 

Fig 1 The proposed multiple mediation model 

2. METHODS 

2.1 Participants 

Random sampling method was used to recruit 

participants from an online university student forum, 469 

volunteering students filled in the questionnaires. After 

deleting invalid data（submitted the questionnaire too 

quick or wrongly answered trap questions ） , 435 

questionnaires remained (57.9% undergraduate, 37.3% 

postgraduate, 4.8%Ph.D. )  

Participants aged range from 17 to 28 years old 

(M=21.13, SD=2.18). The majority, 69.0% (n=300) were 

female, with 31.0% (n=135) male. More than half of the 

participating students, 53.8% (n=234) were from single-

child family. While 46.4% (n=202) were married or in 

committed relationship, 34.0% (n=148) were single but 

had been in a relationship before with 19.5% (n=85) had 

never been in a romantic relationship before. 

2.2 Measures 

2.2.1 Vulnerable Narcissism 

We assessed vulnerable narcissism with Chinese 

version of the 10-item self-report scale Hypersensitive 

Narcissism Scale (HSNS) revised by Wang [27]. HSNS 

items measure self-absorption, deficient empathy, and 

interpersonal hypersensitivity characteristic of 

vulnerable narcissism, including example questions 

including easily become wrapped up in interests and 

forget the existence of others, feeling temperamentally 
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different from most people, etc. The content of this scale 

was in line with the Chinese cultural background. HSNS 

items were scored on a 5-point scale, ranging from 

strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5), and then 

summed to give a total score (higher scores indicate a 

greater degree of vulnerable narcissism). The internal 

consistency coefficient of the scale was 0.73, the test-

retest reliability was 0.71. The Cronbach’s α of this 

sample is 0.92. 

2.2.2 Early life emotional abuse & neglect 

Early life emotional abuse & neglect was assessed 

with two subscales addressing emotional abuse and 

emotional neglect of the Childhood abuse & neglect 

Questionnaire (CTQ) [28]. The two subscales contain 10 

self-report items (5 for each subscale), scored ranging 

from 1(Never) to 5(Always). The alpha coefficient for the 

emotional abuse and neglect subscale in the current study 

was 0.80. 

2.2.3 Alienation 

The General alienation Scale (GAS) [26] contains 15 

items, mainly measures interpersonal alienation, 

individuals' sense of uncertainty about the activities they 

are involved in, as well as a sense of being separated from 

others. GAS was rated on a 4-point scale from strongly 

disagree to strongly agree. The Cronbach’s α for GAS of 

the sample in this research is 0.95 GAS has been proved 

to demonstrate good reliability and validity with Chinese 

college students.  

2.2.4 Rumination 

Rumination was assessed using Ruminative 

Response Scale (RRS) [20], which contained 22 items 

forming the descriptive of the frequency with which 

individuals are immersed in feelings of sadness and 

depression. RRS items were scored on a 4-point scale, 

ranging from “Almost never” (1) to “Almost always” (4). 

The alpha coefficient for RRS in the current study was 

0.97. 

2.2.5 Social Media Use 

Social media use was assessed using Social Media 

Use Dependency Scale for College Students (SMUDSC) 

compiled by Qiu [29], which comprised 11 self-

statements (rated on 5-point scale) from three 

dimensions: compulsivity (“I find myself wasting more 

and more time on social media”), conflict (“Social media 

fragmented my time and affected my study efficiency”) 

and social gain (“Friends not liking or commenting on 

my social media posts can make me feel a little down”). 

The higher total score indicates more severity of the 

social media dependency. Internal consistency was high 

(α= .94) in the present study. SMUDSC has been shown 

to be reliable and valid with Chinese college students. 

3. RESULTS 

3.1 Common method bias test 

Self-reporting questionnaire results could become 

subject to common method variance (CMV). Hence, we 

applied Harman’s one factor test to test common method 

biases. The results of unrotated factor analysis showed 

that 8 factors were generated and explained 71.24% of 

the total variation. The first principal factor explained 

36.14% of the variance, below the 40% threshold, 

indicating that common method bias was not likely to be 

a significant problem in this research. 

Table 1. Discriptive Statistic and Correlation Analysis 

 Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 5a 5b 5c 

1 

Emotional 

abuse&neglec

t 

23.

77 

7.8

3 
1        

2 
Vulnerable 

Narcissism 

31.1

0  

9.2

4 

0.1

9** 
1       

3 Alienation 
39.

02 

11.1

2 

0.3

2** 

0.4

3** 
1      

4 Rumination 
55.

73 

18.

37 

0.4

2** 

0.4

0** 

0.5

0** 
1     

5 
Social Media 

Use 

34.

83 

10.

59 

0.0

5 

0.5

0** 

0.5

2** 

0.4

4** 
1    

5a Compulsivity 
12.

80  

3.9

7 

0.0

3 

0.4

6** 

0.4

7** 

0.4

2** 

0.9

6** 
1   

5b Conflict 
12.

66 

4.0

7 

0.0

8 

0.4

8** 

0.5

3** 

0.4

3** 

0.9

4** 

0.8

5** 
1  

5c Social gain 
6.1

8 

2.1

9 

0.0

7 

0.4

8** 

0.4

8** 

0.4

0** 

0.9

0** 

0.8

1** 

0.7

8** 
1 

Note. * p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001 

3.2 Descriptive results 

Table 1 shows descriptive results including mean, 

standard deviation, and Pearson correlation matrix for 

each variable. Correlation analyses shows a positive 

relationship between early life emotional abuse & neglect 

and vulnerable narcissism, general alienation as well as 

rumination. Moreover, vulnerable narcissism, general 

alienation, rumination, and social media use are 

significantly and positively correlated with each other.  
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3.3 Structural equation modelling test 

Using Amos 21, we conducted a path analysis and 

tested the mediation roles of general alienation and 

rumination between vulnerable narcissism and social 

media use, and between early life emotional abuse & 

neglect and social media use, as well as the mediation 

role of vulnerable narcissism between early life 

emotional abuse & neglect and social media use. The 

postulated multiple mediation model (see Fig. 2) proved 

to be an adequate good fit to the data, χ 2 /df =3.49, CFI 

= 0.99, GFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.98, RMSEA= 0.08. Path 

analysis results (Fig. 2) showed that early life emotional 

abuse & neglect positively predicted vulnerable 

narcissism, general alienation and rumination (β= 0.19, p

＜  .001, β= 0.25, p ＜  .001, β= 0.36, p ＜  .001, 

respectively). Also, vulnerable narcissism positively 

predicted general alienation, rumination and social media 

use (β= 0.38, p＜ .001, β= 0.34, p＜ .001, β= 0.30, p＜ 

.001, respectively). In addition, general alienation as well 

as rumination positively predicted social media use (β= 

0.31, p＜ .001, β= 0.16, p＜ .001, respectively). In this 

model, age and gender were not statistically significantly 

high (α= .94) in the present study. SMUDSC has been 

shown to be reliable and valid with Chinese college 

students. 

 

Fig 2 Path analysis depicting direct and indirect effects 

of early life emotional abuse & neglect and vulnerable 

narcissism on social media use. Standardized 

coefficients are presented. Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. 

***p < .001 

4. DISCUSSION 

In the present study we constructed a multiple 

mediator model to investigate the role of vulnerable 

narcissism in contributing to college students social 

media use and generalization as well as rumination from 

a history of early life emotional abuse & neglect. As 

expected, the results indicate that the hypothetical model 

makes sense.  

Consistent with psychoanalytic theory [30] and 

former research [9-12], this study found that emotional 

abuse & neglect from caregivers in college students 

during their early life could positively predict college 

students' vulnerable narcissism. This is aligned with the 

hypothesis of this study that experiences of caregivers' 

emotional neglect may cause individuals to develop 

distorted representations of self and others through 

repetitive social learning and defensive processes, 

leading individuals to develop a skewed view of 

themselves and others. Individuals identified with 

vulnerable narcissism may presume that others may be 

hostilely motivated and that one must both protect 

oneself from social danger and exaggerate one's right to 

survive in the hostile world. As a result, they may turn 

away from potentially supportive others and fail to have 

higher quality social relationships, resulting in a lack of 

buffering from negative emotions [31]. 

As stated by previous theories and studies, 

individuals with vulnerable narcissism are socially 

passive, avoidant, and tend to isolate themselves from 

others [31-32]. It can be speculated that the personality 

traits of vulnerable narcissism make individuals self-

isolating and difficult to establish positive interpersonal 

interactions, resulting in a sense of alienation, which is in 

line with the result of this study that vulnerable 

narcissism significantly mediates early emotional abuse 

& neglect and alienation .  

In addition, the results of this study demonstrate the 

mediating role of vulnerable narcissism in early life 

emotional abuse & neglect and rumination. As previous 

research have argued, rumination can be viewed as a 

undesired responding mode [20].Combined with the 

findings of this study, it can be inferred that the self-

concern feature of vulnerable narcissism may lead to the 

generation of rumination. 

This study also evidences the positive predictive 

effect of vulnerable narcissism on social media use, as 

well as the mediating role of alienation and rumination, 

respectively, in this process. Individuals with vulnerable 

narcissism still have a need for affiliation, so after 

experiencing social exclusion they may resort to 

spending a lot of time on social media as subtitution. 

Some studies have pointed out that social media can be 

used as a socialization resource for adolescents, 

providing individuals with a high sense of alienation a 

sense of belonging. College students with weak 

interpersonal relationships in real life are more likely to 

seek sustenance on the Internet [33]. According to the 

social compensation model used by social media, 

individuals with social problems tend to compensate for 

social difficulties deficits through the Internet [34]. 

Social media may be an ideal social arena for those who 

appreciate and are drawn to engage in self-enhancing 

activities, as they enable individuals to enhance their self-

awareness and potentially provide a wealth of immediate 

feedback from other individuals [23]. Individuals with 

rumination tendency can get more attention from social 

media to alleviate negative emotions, and social media 

may provide them with a feasible way to regulate their 

emotions, which is consistent with the results 

demonstrated in this study. That is, when vulnerable 
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narcissists who lack high-quality interpersonal support 

get caught up in negative emotions, they develop a 

tendency to ruminate, which in turn leads to increased 

social media use [24-25]. 

5. CONCLUSION 

This study constructs a structural equation model to 

explore the relationship between individuals' vulnerable 

narcissism, early emotional abuse & neglect, alienation, 

rumination and social media use, and every hypothesis 

are verified. Early life emotional abuse & neglect 

positively predicts alienation and rumination, as 

vulnerable narcissism mediates both effects. Furthermore, 

social media use could be affected by vulnerable 

narcissism, while alienation and rumination play 

mediating role in this process respectively. 
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