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 Rejection SenSitivity and inteRnet addiction in adoleScence: exploRing the 
mediating Role of emeRging peRSonality diSoRdeRS

andrea fontana, antonino callea, erica casini, valeria curti

abstract

Objective: internet addiction is a form of dependence widespread diffused in adolescence. although internet 
addiction appear to be related to personality disorders in adults, more research is needed to understand the relationship 
between internet addiction and emerging personality disorders in adolescence. furthermore, internet addiction seems 
to be associated to Rejection Sensitivity (RS), described as the tendency to expect, perceive, and overreact to overt or 
covert interpersonal rejection. 

Method: We aim at investigating the role of emerging personality disorders in mediating between RS and internet 
addiction. 269 adolescents completed self-reports on RS, emerging personality patterns and internet addiction. 

Results: We tested two mediational models. In the first model, we hypothesized that Depressive Personality Pattern 
mediates between Anxious responses about rejection and Internet Addiction. In the second model, we hypothesized that 
Borderline tendency mediates between anger responses about rejection and internet addiction. We found evidence 
supporting this two models. 

Conclusions: In conclusion, specific emerging personality disorders mediate between RS and Internet addiction.
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introduction
internet addiction disorder (iad) is a form of 

behavioural addiction, consisting of a problematic use 
of the internet and of its components (young 1998, 
young at al. 2000, guglielmucci et al. 2017) and it 
is associated with compulsion and lack of impulse 
control (xiuqin 2010). iad is widespread across 
the globe, regardless of culture, gender, and age 
(Kuss 2013, Kiraly et al. 2014). According to DSM-
5 (American Psychiatric Association 2013), IAD is a 
disorder requiring further studies, whereas scientific 
literature sees it as an alarming phenomenon, due to the 
growing pervasiveness of internet use in the daily lives 
of adolescents (Schimmenti 2017). iad shares some 
characteristics with substance use disorder (hollander 
and Stein 2006) and co-occurs with other psychological 
problems such as low self-esteem, depressed mood, 
suicidal ideation and social anxiety (young 1998, Kim 
et al. 2006). in this line, higher levels of internet use 
were associated with somatic and depressive symptoms 
as well as emotional and behavioural problems (cerutti 
et al. 2017). furthermore, alexithymia, dissociative 
experiences, emotion dysregulation, and adhd also 
appear to be associated with iad (douse and mcmanus 
1993, Cho et al. 2008, De Bernardis et al. 2009).

an important study, carried out by xiuqin and 
colleagues (2010), has revealed that iad is closely 
related to a number of psychopathological difficulties 
such as mood disorders, substance use disorders, and 

psychotic spectrum disorders. it also appears to be related 
to certain traits such as introversion, aggressiveness, 
antisocial behaviour, egocentrism and psychoticism 
(xiuqin et al. 2010). in this regard, Black and colleagues 
(1999) were the first to highlight the importance of 
personality assessment in individuals suffering from 
internet dependency, given that 52% of those assessed 
with the personality diagnostic Questionnaire, met 
the criteria for at least one personality disorder (24% 
showed borderline personality disorder, while 19% 
showed both narcissistic and antisocial personality 
disorders).

internet dependency also seems to be related to 
low levels of parental control, a lack of discipline and 
uninvolved and neglectful parenting (yen et al. 2007, Kim 
et al. 2008, park et al. 2008). the parents of adolescents 
affected by iad are authoritarian and rejecting; on 
the contrary, assertive and supportive parents, more 
involved and attentive to their children’s lives and 
needs, are a protective factor in the development of 
compulsive and dysregulated behaviours (xiuqin et al. 
2010). furthermore, adolescents with iad appear to be 
characterized by low conscientiousness (van der Aa et al. 
2009, Kuss 2013, Kuss et al. 2014), low resourcefulness 
(Kuss et al. 2014), high emotional instability and 
introversion (van der aa et al. 2009, xiuqin et al. 2010 
Kuss et al. 2013, Kuss et al. 2014). In this sense, Internet 
addiction would operate as a dysfunctional coping 
strategy associated with other psychological problems 
such as emotional vulnerability and a reduced ability to 
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aims
the present study has different aims. firstly, it 

explores the relationship between RS and internet 
addiction in a sample of nonreferred adolescents, 
supporting the relationship between RS and a 
pathological use of the internet. adolescents with 
high RS would rather avoid real life peer interactions, 
preferring virtual relationships due to their anxiety 
or rage responses linked to the expectancies of being 
rejected by peers (Weinstein et al. 2016).

Secondly, our study seeks to point out whether 
certain personality pattern, emerging during 
adolescence, may play a mediating role between RS 
and internet addiction. in particular, we expect that 
depressive personality disorder may play a mediating 
role between anxiety responses to rejection and 
internet addiction. depressive personality disorder, in 
fact, is characterized by interpersonal withdrawal, low 
self-esteem, high levels of guilt and shame (Westen et 
al. 2014) that could be connected to the relationship 
between Rejection anxiety responses and internet 
addiction. furthermore, we expect that the borderline 
personality disorder acts as a mediator between anger 
about rejection responses and internet addiction. 
Since borderline personality disorder is generally 
characterized by emotion dysregulation, associated 
both to rejection anger responses and to addiction, 
we explore the possible mediating role played by 
the emerging borderline personality disorder in the 
relationship occurring between anger about rejection 
responses and internet addiction.

method
Participants and Procedure

the total sample consisted of 269 adolescents 
(122 males, 147 females; age range from 11 to 18 
years with M age = 14.10, SD = 1.18) recruited from 
5 italian junior high schools in Rome district1. their 
participation was voluntary and anonymous. all 
students completed in this order the italian version 
of the Children’s Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire 
(cRSQ, downey et al. 1998), the millon adolescent 
clinical inventory (maci, millon et al. 2006), and 
the internet addiction test (young 1998). Students 
completed the questionnaires in their classrooms during 
school hours and their participation was conditional to 
the signed consent from both parents. participation 
lasted between 40 and 50 min. data were collected by 
trained m. a. students attending their degree in clinical 
psychology, supervised by a senior researcher during 
data collection. the procedure of the present research 
complied with apa ethical standards in the treatment of 
participants and the study was conducted in accordance 
with the ethical principles for medical Research 
involving human Subjects (declaration of helsinki). 

Measures
Children’s Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire 

(cRSQ, downey et al. 1998, london et al. 2007, preti 
et al. 2018). The questionnaire assesses children’s 

1 a statistical power analysis was performed for 
sample size estimation. Aiming at an effect size of f2 = .10 
(small to medium), (alpha value=.05, required power=.80), the 
power analysis, using a fixed model with multiple regression, 
indicated a total sample of 107 adolescents.

regulate disturbing feelings (gentile et al. 2011, tang et 
al. 2014, Billieux et al. 2015, Burnay et al. 2015).

there is a possible connection between internet 
dependency and Rejection Sensitivity (RS), where 
RS can be seen as a risk factor for developing iad. 
RS is defined as the tendency to anxiously or angrily 
expect, readily perceive, and overreact to overt or covert 
interpersonal rejection (feldman and downey 1994, 
Downey and Feldman 1996). According to Bowlby’s 
attachment theory (1980), when a parent reacts to the 
child’s needs through refusal, the child will inevitably 
become sensitive to rejection. people who are afraid, 
who doubt the acceptance of others and expect an 
interpersonal rejection, will act in a more hostile and 
aggressive way compared to more secure individuals 
(dutton et al. 1994, gaines et al. 1997, mikulincer 1998, 
downey et al. 1998, downey et al. 2000).

the extensive literature on RS during adolescence 
shows that a high level of RS leads to the rejection of 
the individual by his/her peers and to poor psychosocial 
functioning abilities, which strongly enhance anxiety, 
loneliness and depression (Sandstrom and Zakriski 
2004, prinstein and aikins 2004, prinstein et al. 2005, 
lev-Wiesel et al. 2006, thomas and Bowker 2015). in 
this scenario, internet and videogame abuse appear to 
be associated with high levels of RS (Weinstein 2016), 
since individuals with RS make an excessive use of 
the internet. high-RS adolescents could feel more 
comfortable with online interactions rather than real 
ones, due to their strong sensitivity towards interpersonal 
rejection (davis et al. 2002).

nevertheless, there are other variables to be explored 
in the correlation between high RS and internet addiction 
during adolescence. among these, emerging personality 
disorders can play an important role in understanding 
the relationship between RS and internet addiction.

the assessment of personality disorders (pds) 
during adolescence is currently a controversial topic, 
and has recently been the subject of a heated debate 
both in clinical and in research terms (tackett and Sharp 
2014, ensink 2015, Sharp 2016). the presence of pd 
during adolescence is associated with a high degree of 
comorbidity with other personality disorders and with 
other clinical conditions during the same age period 
(cohen et al. 2005, feenstra et al. 2011). this also 
increases the risk of psychopathology (crawford et al. 
2008, Sharp and Wall 2018) and may threaten physical 
health in adulthood (chen et al. 2009). personality 
pathology shows a moderate stability in adolescence 
(Sharp and Wall 2018) and is also associated with an 
impairment of interpersonal functioning and with 
problems linked to the development of one’s identity 
(DeFife et al. 2015). This leads to a high level of conflict 
in romantic relationships, problematic relationships 
with peers, difficulties in achieving educational and 
vocational goals, and an intensification of family 
conflicts (Bernstein et al. 1993, Chen et al. 2004, 
johnson et al. 2004). personality also plays a key role 
in dependent behaviour: cluster B personality disorders, 
for example, increase the risk of addiction and substance 
abuse during adolescence and adulthood (cohen et al. 
2007).

although the relationship between RS and internet 
addiction and between RS and emerging pds has 
been highlighted, the relationship between RS, specific 
patterns of emerging personality disorders and internet 
addiction during adolescence has not been explored yet.
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pattern), Submissive (dependent personality pattern), 
Dramatizing (Histrionic Personality Pattern), Egotistic 
(narcissistic personality pattern), Unruly (antisocial 
personality pattern), forceful (Sadistic personality 
pattern), conforming (compulsive personality 
pattern), oppositional (passive-aggressive personality 
pattern), Self-demeaning (masochistic personality 
pattern), and Borderline tendency. according to a 
study carried out by adkisson, Burdsal, dorr & morgan 
(2012), maci has a latent structure composed by three 
factors: Demoralization, Acting Out, and Detachment 
explaining 82% of the total variance in a sample of 331 
inpatients adolescents. an important study by pinto and 
grilo (2004), that involved a sample of 241 clinical 
adolescents, partially replicated the results obtained 
during the validation study (Millon et al. 1993). 
according to pinto and grilo (2004), maci has a good 
diagnostic efficacy much more for diagnostic classes 
than for specific diagnoses. Likewise, the criterion of 
validity of maci is greater for affective disorders, 
substance abuse disorders, and predisposition to 
delinquency, while the criterion of validity is less for 
impulsivity and anxiety. for the purpose of the present 
study we used only the personality patterns Scales.

The Internet Addiction Test (iat, young 1998, 
fioravanti and casale 2015). the questionnaire assesses 
the presence of internet addiction and the severity of 
symptomatology and compulsiveness among adults 
and adolescents. the iat is a self-report questionnaire 
structured in 20 items with 5-point likert scale. internet 
Addiction is operatively defined as disorder of impulses 
control, with the term ‘Internet’ referring to any type 
of online activity. the iat was built to measure the 
symptoms that internet addiction shares with other 
forms of compulsion, but also to assess what are the 
typical symptoms of this disorder. the 20 items of 
the questionnaire measure the aspects and behaviors 
associated with compulsive internet use that include: 
compulsiveness, escape and addiction, and iat items 
also investigate the impact of internet pathological 
use on social, personal, and employment interpersonal 
contexts. IAT’s completion time varies between 5 and 10 
minutes. the scoring is calculated by summing together 
the scores of each response. iat total score indicates 
the pathological and compulsive internet usage of 
the subject, and, hence, its dependence levels. Scores 
ranging between 0 and 30 indicate subjects that do not 
have problems using Internet, scores between 31 and 
49 indicate the presence of a moderate form of internet 
addiction, as these people may occasionally surf the 
internet, but still have adequate control of their use, 
scores between 50 and 79 point out problems related 
to the impact that network use has on the subject’s 
life. finally, scores ranging between 80 and 100 are 
indicating that the pathological internet use causes 
major addiction problems and impacts negatively on 
subject life.

data analysis
to test whether RS was associated with internet 

Addiction, Pearson’s correlations were computed 
between cRSQ subscales and the iat total score. 
next, we examined whether cRSQ subscales were also 
correlated with emerging personality patterns assessed 
by the MACI. To accomplish this task, Pearson’s 
correlations were computed between expectation of 
Rejection, anxiety about rejection and anger about 
rejection and maci personality patterns subscales. 
pearson correlations were conducted on the total sample 

rejection sensitivity in terms of anxious and angry 
expectations of Rejection. the scale consists of 12 
hypothetical interpersonal situations (six situations 
involve peers and six situations involve teachers) 
with potential for positive or negative outcomes. for 
example, a sample peer situation is “Imagine you are 
the last to leave the classroom for lunch one day. As 
you’re running down the stairs to get to the cafeteria, 
you hear some kids whispering on the stairs below you. 
You wonder if they are talking about you”. a sample 
teacher situation is “Pretend you have moved and 
you are going to a different school. In this school, the 
teacher lets the kids in the class take home a video game 
to play with on the weekend. Every week so far, you 
have watched someone else take it home. You decide to 
ask the teacher if you can take home the video game this 
time. You wonder if she will let you have it”. for each 
situation, participants are asked whether they would be 
nervous about the response to their request on a 6-point 
likert scale, ranging from 1 (“not nervous”) to 6 (“very, 
very nervous”) and whether they would expect the 
other person to honor the request on a 6-point likert 
scale ranging from 1 (“yes!”) to 6 (“no!”). different 
from the adult version of the questionnaire that only 
includes anxious expectations, downey et al. (1998) 
added a question for each situation about whether the 
child would be angry (“mad”) about the response to 
her/his request on a 6-point likert scale ranging from 1 
(“not mad”) to 6 (“very, very mad”). a score for anxious 
and angry expectations of rejection for each situation 
is generated by multiplying the expected likelihood of 
rejection by the degree of anxiety and anger over its 
occurrence, respectively (reversing responses when 
needed). then, an average score for anxious and angry 
expectations of rejection is computed. Recent studies 
(see Zimmer-gembeck et al. 2016, preti et al. 2018) 
advocates for a three-factor structure of the cRSQ, with 
each scale calculated by averaging the relevant items: 
expectation of rejection, anxiety about rejection, and 
anger about rejection. this scoring procedure was 
adopted in the present study.

The Millon Adolescent Clinical Inventory (maci, 
Millon et al. 1993, Fontana 2007). maci is a 
personality questionnaire referring to dSm-iii-R and 
DSM-IV’s Axis II criteria. The self-report was designed 
to assess emerging personality disorders and major 
clinical symptoms in adolescents (Millon et al. 1993). 
maci is composed of 160 true/false items, validated on 
a sample of teenagers between 13 and 19 years old. The 
31 MACI scales are divided into three clinical domains: 
personality patterns Scales, expressed concerns 
Scales, and clinical Syndrome Scales. a fourth domain 
was added consisting in three modifying indices, 
assessing particular response styles, and a validity 
Scale. the maci was validated on a normative sample 
of 1017 clinical adolescents who were in residential and 
outpatient treatment and its peculiarity is to describe the 
personality of adolescents in the light of developmental 
changes, family interactions and social challenges 
(McCann 1997). Theodore Millon’s theory, necessarily, 
poses the basis of the maci, according to which the 
personality styles are the product of the combination and 
interaction of three polarities: pleasure/pain, self/other, 
passive/aggressive. the result of these polarities can give 
rise to personality patterns along a continuum ranging 
from health to psychopathology (millon 1969, 1981). 
Referring to the interaction of these polarities, theodore 
millon developed prototypes of personality pattern that 
correspond to dSm personality disorders: introversive 
(Schizoid Personality Pattern), Inhibited (Avoidant 
personality pattern), doleful (depressive personality 
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in line with literature suggestions (Barbaranelli, 
2007), we removed some outliers from the total 
sample, eliminating subjects whose cRSQ, maci and 
iat scores lied the 1.5 iQR beyond the upper and the 
lower quartile and subjects who did not complete all the 
questionnaires creating missing data (N=23).

Results
Correlations between model variables. pearson 

correlation of anxiety about rejection, anger about 
rejection and expectation of Rejection with maci 
personality patterns and iat scores are reported in 
table 1. Cronbach’s alpha were satisfying ranging 
from .65 (expectations of Rejection) to .85 (iat total 
score). Referring to internet addiction, anxiety about 
rejection and anger about rejection were positively and 
significantly correlated with IAT total score, whereas 
expectation of Rejection was not correlated with iat 
total score. increases in the two emotional components 
of RS (anxiety and anger) correspond to an increase 
in internet pathological use. No significant correlation 
was found between internet addiction and the cognitive 
component of RS (expectation of Rejection). 

furthermore, when focusing on the correlation 
between RS and maci personality patterns, anxiety 

using SPSS 23.
finally, to examine whether the depressive and 

borderline personality pattern would mediate the 
relationship between RS emotional responses and 
internet addiction, we performed two mediation 
analyses following Hayes’ (2013) recommendations 
(process for SpSS, model 4) entering the two cRSQ 
subscales (anger about rejection and anxiety about 
rejection) as the independent variables, the iat total 
score as the dependent variable, and maci depressive 
personality subscale and the maci Borderline 
tendency as the mediating variable, controlling for 
gender and age as covariates. to further evaluate the 
mediation results, bootstrapping (preacher & hayes, 
2008) with 5,000 samples with replacement from the 
full sample to construct bias-corrected 95 per cent 
confidence intervals (CI) was used. The effects are 
significant when the CI excludes 0 (Shrout and Bolger, 
2002) and are not significant when the CI includes 0. 
Finally, Coehn η2 for regression was calculated in order 
to evaluate the effect size. According to Cohen’s (1988) 
guidelines, effect size can be considered as “small” (20 
percent of explained variance) if η2 is between 0.02 and 
0.04, “medium” (50 percent of explained variance) if it 
is 0.05 and 0.08 and “large” (80 percent of explained 
variance) if it is more than 0.08.

Table 1. Mean, DS and Pearson Correlations between Rejection Sensitivity scales (CRSQ), Personality Patterns 
(MACI) and Internet Addiction (IAT)

Measure M DS 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16

1.     Anxiety 
about rejection

3,10 0,93 .84

2.     Anger about 
rejection

2,29 0,76 .55*** .74

3.     Expectation 
of Rejection

2,97 0,48 .33*** .24*** .65

4.     Introversive 
(Schizoid)

56,16 17,00 .18** .14* .11 .82

5.     Inhibited 
(Avoidant)

56,77 25,22 .29*** .18** .22*** .57*** .84

6.     Doleful 
(Depressive)

43,14 27,02 .23*** .22*** .17** .36*** .72*** .83

7.     Submissive 
(Dependent)

59,33 13,68 .21*** -.04 .10 .31*** .35*** .05 .80

8.     Dramatizing 
(Histrionic)

59,21 17,03 -.21*** -.17** -.24*** -.37*** -.73*** -.70*** -.03 .83

9.     Egotistic 
(Narcissistic)

48,59 17,81 -.27*** -.19** -.17** -.45*** - .79*** -.65*** -.21*** .75*** .81

10.  Unruly 
(Antisocial)

55,43 20,08 -.26*** -.02 -.21*** -.32*** - .48*** -.14* -.75*** -.28*** -.35*** .82

11.  Forceful 
(Sadistic)

42,18 22,49 -.13* .09 -.14* -.16** -.26*** .01 -.70*** .09 .17** .73*** .79

12.  Conforming 
(Compulsive)

55,04 12,21 -.05 -.20** .03 -.04 -.17** -.45*** .63*** .45*** .34*** -.50*** -.55*** .80

13.  Oppositional 
(Passive-
Aggressive)

56,50 17,78 .12* .19** .05 .09 .18** .50*** -.48*** -.33*** -.27*** .44*** .50*** -.69*** .79

14.  Self-
Demeaning 
(Masochistic)

51,43 26,83 .25*** .18** .08 .36*** .66*** .69*** -.01 -.55*** -.63*** -.07 -.10 -.46*** .49*** .85

15.  Borderline 
Tendency 
(Borderline)

43,13 20,90 .24*** .22*** .09 .36*** .60*** .74*** -.07 -.56*** -.59*** .05 .21*** -.55*** .51*** .66*** .81

16.  Internet 
Addiction Test 
Total

41,86 11,32 .25*** .17** .01 .05 .19** .30*** -.09 -.14* -.16* .14* .10 -.27*** .28*** .31*** .30*** .85

Note. *p < .05. **p<.01. ***p<.001 N = 246. Cronbach’s alpha are reported in diagonal
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(Rejection anxiety and anger) and internet addiction, 
consolidating the relationship between RS and 
pathological internet use evidenced by previous studies 
(Davis et al. 2002, Weinstein et al. 2016). RS is defined 
as the tendency to expect, perceive, and overreact to 
overt or covert interpersonal rejection (downey and 
feldman, 1996), enhancing the probability of being 
rejected by peers (london et al. 2007). Since high RS 
is associated with personal distress in adolescence, 
internet addiction could play a role of maladaptive 
coping strategies to modulate stressful emotions. 
Unfortunately, internet addiction distances adolescents 
from real-world social interactions and reduces the 
possibility of receiving support, contributing to create 
a self-perpetuating vicious interpersonal cycle in which 
the expectance of being rejected increases the chances 
of being rejected by peers (downey et al. 1998). in the 
present study, both anxiety and anger responses about 
rejection were related to internet addiction, whereas 
expectation of Rejection was not. this result advocates 
the usefulness of separating the emotional components 
of RS (anxiety and anger) from the cognitive 
component of RS (expectation of rejection), while in 
the original scoring method those two components were 
overlapped. this result is in line with recent studies 
which revealed the different roles played by emotional 
and cognitive components of RS to predict maladaptive 
adjustment in adolescence (Zimmer-gembeck et al. 
2016, preti et al. 2018). 

the results presented also highlight the connection 
between RS and emerging personality disorders (pds) 
in adolescence. as expected, emotional components of 
RS are associated to introversive personality patterns, 
while they are negatively correlated to extroversive 
personality styles (hystrionic, narcissistic, antisocial, 
Sadistic). as a basic disposition of personality, rooted 
in attachment experiences, RS could be related to a 
constellation of personality features that could amplify 
or modulate RS experience. as far as we know, while the 
connection between RS and pds is well-established in 
adult samples (Berenson et al. 2011, Bungert et al. 2015), 
this pattern is less explored in adolescence, maybe due 
to reluctances by researchers to consider personality 
disorders during this age. pds are considered to be 
long-lasting, severe and difficult to treat disorders, with 
the result that clinicians and researchers understandably 
could be afraid to stigmatize teenagers with a diagnosis 
of personality disorder, running the risk of adversely 
affecting their development (Shiner and tackett 
2014). on the other side, emerging data on personality 
development in adolescence highlight that pds can be 
diagnosed in adolescence by adapting dSm diagnostic 
criteria (cohen et al. 2005) or by building an alternative 
taxonomy with a clinical and an empirical basis (Westen 
et al. 2014). despite the debate on the feasibility of pd 
diagnosis in adolescence, our results highlight that 
Anxiety about rejection – with its flight responses – 
evidences small but significant correlations with DSM 
cluster a and cluster c emerging personality disorders, 
while Anger about rejection – with its fight responses 
– has small but significant correlations with the same 
PDs, highlighting a specific negative correlation with 
Obsessive-Compulsive PD which is characterized by 
the inhibition of rage affects. 

in line with what expected, mediation analysis 
shows that specific emerging personality patterns 
mediate the relationship between RS and internet 
addiction. firstly, the depressive personality pattern 
partially mediates the relationship between anxiety 
about rejection responses and internet addiction.

Our findings suggest that in adolescence Anxiety 

about rejection was significantly and positively 
associated with Schizoid, Avoidant, Depressive, 
dependent, passive-aggressive, masochistic 
personality patterns and Borderline tendency and 
it was significantly and negatively associated with 
histrionic, narcissistic, Sadistic and antisocial 
personality patterns. anger about rejection was 
significantly and positively associated with Schizoid, 
avoidant, depressive, passive-aggressive, masochistic 
personality patterns and Borderline tendency and it was 
significantly and negatively associated with Histrionic, 
narcissistic, and obsessive-compulsive personality 
patterns. finally, considering expectation of rejection, 
it was instead significantly and positively associated 
with avoidant and depressive personality patterns 
whereas it was significantly and negatively associated 
with histrionic, narcissistic, Sadistic and antisocial 
personality patterns. in other words, emotional 
components and cognitive component of RS seems to 
be associated with different emerging dysfunctional 
personality patterns.  

Mediation analyses. a mediation analysis was 
performed to test our hypothesis. first, regression 
analysis was used to investigate the hypothesis that 
depressive personality pattern mediates the effect 
of anxiety about rejection on internet addiction. 
Approximately 13% of the variance in Internet 
addiction was accounted for by the predictors. the 
model remained unchanged when participants’ gender 
and age were entered as covariates. Results indicated 
that total effect of anxiety about rejection on internet 
Addiction was significant (B = 2.96, p < .001; 95% CI 
[1.44, 4.49]; η2 = .06). then, the effect of anxiety about 
rejection on depressive personality pattern (B = 6.71, 
p < .001; 95% CI [3.05, 10.36]; η2 = .06) was positive 
and significant, as soon as the effect of Depressive 
personality pattern on internet addiction (B = .11, p 
< .001; 95% CI [.06, .16]; η2 = .07). finally, both the 
direct effect (B = 2.24, p < .005, 95% CI [.72, 3.76]; η2 

= .03) and indirect effect (B=.73, p < .001; 95% CI [.30, 
1.35]; η2 = .01) was positive and significant, suggesting 
a partial mediation and supporting our first hypothesis. 
depressive personality pattern could account for 
roughly a quarter of the total effect, pm=.24.

a second regression analysis was used to investigate 
the hypothesis that Borderline tendency mediates the 
effect of anger about rejection on internet addiction. 
approximately 11% of the variance in internet 
addiction was accounted for by the predictors. also 
in this situation, the model remained unchanged when 
participants’ gender and age were entered as covariates. 
Results indicated that total effect of anger about 
rejection on Internet Addiction was significant (B = 
2.41, p < .01; 95% CI [.54, 4.29]; η2 = .03). Then, the 
effect of anger about rejection on Borderline tendency 
(B = 6.03, p < .001; 95% CI [2.62, 9.44]; η2 = .05) 
was positive and significant, as soon as the effect of 
Borderline tendency on internet addiction (B = .14, p 
< .001; 95% CI [.08, .21]; η2 = .08). finally, the direct 
effect (B = 1.5, p <.11; 95% CI [-.33, 3.37]; η2 = .01) 
was not significant, while indirect effect (B =.89; p < 
.001; 95% CI [.35, 1.80]; η2 = .01) was positive and 
significant, suggesting a total mediation and supporting 
our second hypothesis. Borderline tendency could 
account for roughly one third of the total effect, pm=.37.

discussion
the present study contributes to highlight the 

connection between emotional components of RS 
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and in turn, Borderline Tendency is significantly 
related to internet addiction. While the connection 
between Rejection-Rage contingency and Borderline 
personality disorder (Bpd) is evidenced in a number of 
studies (Berenson et al. 2011, Bungert et al. 2015), as far 
as we know our research is the first study suggesting the 
role of these dimensions on internet addiction. in the 
present study, anger about rejection predicts internet 
addiction only via Borderline tendency, highlighting 
the key role played by borderline personality disorder. 
Borderline personality disorder is characterized by 
mood fluctuations, identity disturbance and emotion 
dysregulation often triggered by social interactions in 
which adolescents feel rejected. in this context, internet 
addiction results as being one of the possible ways 
to disconnect from intense rage feelings triggered by 
rejection and amplified by polarized self-representations 
and emotion dysregulation typical of Bpd in which 
adolescents feel abandoned, weak, meaningless, at the 
mercy of others who are seen as utterly despicable and 
abusive. thus, in this full mediation model, internet 
addiction may represent a strategy to distance from 
others in order to downplay extreme rage feelings 
activated by interpersonal rejection but also difficult 
to modulate due to emotion dysregulation and identity 
disturbance. our results suggest the key role played 
in adolescence by borderline personality disorder to 
explain the relationship between addictive behaviours 
and interpersonal rejection. 

clinical implications of these results reveal the 
importance of assessing emerging personality disorders 

about rejection is linked to depressive personality 
pattern and in turn, depressive personality pattern is 
significantly related to Internet Addiction. This means that 
Rejection anxiety predicts internet addiction partially 
via depressive personality pattern, that is, through a 
constellation of personality features characterized by 
a sense of inadequacy, lack of self-esteem, feelings 
of guilt and shame (Westen et al. 2014). according to 
the RS model, rejection sensitivity is associated with 
experiencing the self as being more rejected (Berenson 
et al. 2011); this could lead to pathological internet use 
as an attempt to avoid potentially painful – but expected 
– relational experiences. this happens partially through 
depressive personality disorder, characterized by 
coping strategies centred on interpersonal withdrawal. 
In this model, Internet Addiction results as a way to flee 
from an interpersonal scenario, in which adolescents 
anxiously expect to be rejected by significant figures 
and see themselves as wrong, worthless and useless. as 
noted, depressive personality pattern partially mediate 
between anxiety about rejection and internet addiction. 
this result suggests that other dimensions should act 
as mediators in this relationship. for example, we can 
hypothesize for future studies to take into account 
the role played by the avoidant personality pattern 
to explain the indirect effect along with depressive 
personality pattern. 

Secondly, Borderline tendency fully mediates the 
relationship between anger about rejection responses 
and internet addiction. the data presented suggests that 
anger about rejection is related to Borderline tendency 

Figure 1. Depressive Personality Pattern as mediator between Anxiety about Rejection and Internet Addiction 
Note: standardized coefficient are displayed in the figure

     ***p<.001
     ***p<.01

Figure 2. Borderline Tendencies as mediator between Anger about Rejection and Internet Addiction. Note: 
standardized coefficient are displayed in the figure

     ***p<.001
     ***p<.01
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in the consultation with adolescents evidencing internet 
addiction, with the consequence of focusing the 
treatment of internet addicted adolescents on personality 
development and not only on behavioural difficulties 
and impulse control. Moreover, specific emerging 
personality disorders such as Borderline and depressive, 
could be considered as significant mediators in the 
relationship between emotional reactions to expected 
interpersonal rejection and internet abuse. they also 
appear to be factors of risk for the development of 
internet addiction. furthermore, our data suggests that 
RS in adolescence could be considered in its connection 
to personality pathology which could influence self-
regulatory strategies used to face adverse interpersonal 
situations (ayduk et al. 2000). 

Our findings should be considered in the light 
of several limitations. first of all, our results need to 
be replicated in clinical samples of internet addicted 
adolescents as well as in larger samples of adolescents 
to confirm and extend the generalizability of our 
findings. Furthermore, the cross-sectional design of the 
study does not allow any causal interpretation of the 
relationship between the variables considered. finally, 
the assessment of pds in adolescents solely rely on 
a self-reporting measurement. in future researches 
semi-structured interviews could be used to better 
differentiate between troubled and healthy adolescents. 

in summary, our study highlights the importance 
of considering emerging personality disorders in 
adolescence to fully appreciate the relationship 
between rejection sensitivity and internet addiction, 
thus extending our knowledge regarding the role played 
by personality in the compulsive use of the internet.
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c, lis S, Bohus m (2015). pain processing after Social 
exclusion and its Relation to Rejection Sensitivity in 

Borderline personality disorder. PLoS ONE 10, 8, e0133693. 
doi:10.1371/ journal.pone.0133693

Burnay j, Billieux j, Blairy S, larøi f (2015). Which psychological 
factors influence Internet Addiction? Evidence through an 
integrative model. Computers in Human Behaviors 43, 28-
34.

chen h, cohen p, crawford tn, Kasen S, guan B, gorden K 
(2009). impact of early adolescent psychiatric and personality 
disorder on long-term physical health: a 20-year longitudinal 
follow-up study. Psychological medicine 39, 5, 865-874.

chen h, cohen p, johnson jg, Kasen S, Sneed jR, crawford tn 
(2004). Adolescent personality disorders and conflict with 
romantic partners during the transition to adulthood. Journal 
of personality disorders 18, 6, 507-525.

cho Sc, Kim jW, Kim Bn, lee jh, Kim eh (2008). Biogenetic 
temperament and character profiles and attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder symptoms in Korean adolescents with 
problematic internet use. CyberPsychology & Behavior 11, 
6, 735-737.

cerutti R, Spensieri v, presaghi f, valastro c, fontana a, guidetti 
v (2017). an exploratory study on internet addiction, somatic 
symptoms and emotional and behavioral functioning in 
school-aged adolescents. Clinical Neuropsychiatry 14, 6, 
374-383.

cohen, j. (1988). Statistical Power for the Behavioral Sciences.  
academic press, hillsdale, nj.

cohen p, chen h, crawford tn, Brook jS, gordon K (2007), 
personality disorders in early adolescence and the 
development of later substance use disorders in the general 
population. Drug and Alcohol Dependence 88, 71-84.

cohen p, crawford tn, johnson jg, Kasen S (2005). the 
children in the community study of developmental course of 
personality disorder. Journal of personality disorders 19, 5, 
466-486.

crawford tn, cohen p, first mB, Skodol ae, johnson jg, Kasen 
S (2008). comorbid axis i and axis ii disorders in early 
adolescence: outcomes 20 years later. Archives of General 
Psychiatry 65, 6, 641-648.

davis Ra, flett gl, Besser a (2002). validation of a new Scale 
for measuring problematic internet Use: implications for 
pre-employment Screening. CyberPsychology & Behavior 
5, 4, 331-345. https://doi.org/10.1089/109493102760275581

De Berardis D, D’Albenzio A, Gambi F, Sepede G, Valchera A, 
conti cm, fulcheri m, cavuto m, ortolani c, Salerno Rm, 
Serroni n, ferro fm (2009). alexithymia and its relationships 
with dissociative experiences and internet addiction in a 
nonclinical sample. CyberPsychology & Behavior 12, 1, 
67–69.

defife ja, goldberg m, Westen d (2015). dimensional 
assessment of self-and interpersonal functioning in 
adolescents: Implications for DSM-5’s general definition of 
personality disorder. Journal of personality disorders 29, 2, 
248-260. doi: 10.1521/pedi_2013_27_085.

Douse NA, McManus IC (1993). The personality of fantasy game 
players. British Journal of Psychology 84, 4, 505-509.

downey g, feldman S (1996). implications of rejection 
sensitivity for intimate relationships. Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology 70, 6, 1327-1343. doi:10.1037/0022-
3514.70.6.1327

downey g, feldman S, ayduk o (2000). Rejection sensitivity 
and male violence in romantic relationships. Personal 
Relationships 7, 1, 45-61. doi:10.1111/j.1475-6811.2000. 
tb00003.x

downey g, freitas al, michaelis B, Khouri h (1998). the self-
fulfilling prophecy in close relationships: Rejection sensitivity 
and rejection by romantic partners. Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology 75, 2, 545-560. doi:10.1037/0022-
3514.75.2.545

downey g, lebolt a, Rincon c, freitas al (1998). Rejection 
sensitivity and children’s interpersonal difficulties. Child 
Development 69, 1074-1091.



Rejection sensitivity and Internet addiction in adolescence

Clinical Neuropsychiatry (2018) 15, 4 213

131-142.
london B, downey g, Bonica c, paltin i (2007). Social causes 

and consequences of rejection sensitivity. Journal of Research 
on Adolescence 17, 3, 481-506.

mccann jt (1997). The Millon inventories: Clinical and 
personality assessment. guilford press, new york.

mikulincer m (1998). adult attachment style and individual 
differences in functional versus dysfunctional experiences of 
anger. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 74, 2, 
513-524. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.74.2.513

millon t, millon c, davis Rd, grossman Sd (2006). MACI 
(Millon Adolescent Clinical Inventory) manual (2nd ed.). ncS 
pearson, minneapolis, mn.

millon t (1969). Modern psychopathology: A biosocial approach 
to mal-adaptive learning and functioning. Saunders, 
philadelphia, pa:

millon t (1981). Disorders of personality: DSM–III: Axis II. 
Wiley, new york, ny.

Millon T, Millon C, Davis R (1993). Manual for the Millon 
Adolescent Clinical Inventory. national computer Systems, 
minneapolis, mn.

park SK, Kim jy, cho cB (2008). prevalence of internet 
addiction and correlates with family factors among South 
Korean adolescents. Adolescence 43, 172, 895-909.

Pinto M, Grilo CM (2004). Reliability, diagnostic efficiency, 
and validity of the millon adolescent clinical inventory: 
examination of selected scales in psychiatrically hospitalized 
adolescents. Behaviour Research and Therapy 42, 1505-
1519.

preacher Kj, hayes af (2008). assessing mediation in 
communication research. The Sage sourcebook of advanced 
data analysis methods for communication research 13-54.

Preti E, Casini E, Richetin J, De Panfilis C, Fontana A (2018). 
Cognitive and emotional components of rejection sensitivity: 
Independent contributions to adolescent interpersonal 
functioning. manuscript submitted for publication.

prinstein mj, aikins jW (2004). cognitive moderators of 
the longitudinal association between peer rejection and 
adolescent depressive symptoms. Journal of abnormal child 
psychology 32, 2, 147-158.

prinstein mj, Borelli jl, cheah cS, Simon va, aikins jW (2005). 
Adolescent girls’ interpersonal vulnerability to depressive 
symptoms: a longitudinal examination of reassurance-seeking 
and peer relationships. Journal of Abnormal Psychology 114, 
4, 676.

Sandstrom mj, Zakriski al (2004). Understanding the experi-
ence of peer rejection. in jB Kupersmidt & Ka dodge (eds) 
Children’s peer relations: From development to intervention, 
pp. 101-118. american psychological association, Washing-
ton, dc.

Schimmenti a (2017). problematic internet use: theory, research, 
and clinical perspectives. Clinical Neuropsychiatry: Journal 
of Treatment Evaluation 14, 1, 3.

Sharp c (2016). Bridging the gap: the assessment and 
treatment of adolescent personality disorder in routine 
clinical care. Arch Dis Child 102, 103-108. doi:10.1136/
archdischild-2015-310072.

Sharp c, Wall K (2018). personality pathology grows up: 
adolescence as a sensitive period. Current Opinion in 
Psychology 21, 111-116. doi:10.1016/j.copsyc.2017.11.010

Shiner Rl, tackett jl (2014). personality disorders in children 
and adolescents. in ej mash & Ra Barkley (eds) Child 
Psychopatology, 3rd., pp. 848-896. Guilford, New York. 

Shrout pe, Bolger n (2002). mediation in experimental 
and nonexperimental studies: new procedures and 
recommendations. Psychological methods 7, 4, 422-445.

tackett jl, Sharp c (2014). a developmental psychopathology 
perspective on personality disorder: introduction to the 
special issue. Journal of Personality Disorders 28, 1, 1-4.

tang j, yu y, du y, ma y, Zhang d, Wang j (2014). prevalence of 
internet addiction and its association with stressful life events 

dutton dg, Saunders K, Staromski a, Bartholomew K (1994). 
intimacy anger and insecure attachment as precursors of 
abuse in intimate relationships. Journal of Applied Social 
Psychology 24, 15, 1367-1386. doi:10.1111/j.1559-1816. 
1994.tb01554.x

ensink K (2015). introduction to the Special issue: advances in 
Understanding and treating Borderline personality disorder 
in adolescents. Journal of Infant, Child, and Adolescent 
Psychotherapy 14, 1, 1-2. doi:10.1080/15289168.2015.10
07712

feenstra dj, Busschbach jj, verheul R, hutsebaut j (2011). 
prevalence and comorbidity of axis i and axis ii disorders 
among treatment refractory adolescents admitted for 
specialized psychotherapy. Journal of Personality Disorders 
25, 6, 842-850.

feldman S, downey g (1994). Rejection sensitivity as a 
mediator of the impact of childhood exposure to family 
violence on adult attachment behavior. Development and 
Psychopathology 6, 1, 231-247.

fioravanti g, casale S (2015). evaluation of the psychometric 
properties of the italian internet addiction test. Cyberpsychol 
Behav Soc Netw 18, 2, 120-128. doi:10.1089/cyber.2014.0493.

fontana a (2007). Disturbi di personalità in adolescenza: un 
contributo alla validazione italiana del Millon Adolescent 
Clinical Inventory. (Doctoral thesis, Sapienza University, 
Rome, italy). Retrieved from http://padis.uniroma1.it

gaines So jr, Reis ht, Summers S, Rusbult ce, cox cl, 
Wexler mo, marelich Wd Kudand gj (1997). impact of 
attachment style on reactions to accommodative dilemmas 
in close relationships. Personal Relationships 4, 2, 93-113. 
doi:10.1111/j.1475-6811.1997.tb00133.x

gentile da, choo h, liau a, Sim t, li d, fung d, Khoo a 
(2011). pathological video game use among youths: a two-
year longitudinal study. Pediatrics 127, 2, 319-329.

guglielmucci f, Saroldi m, Zullo g, munno d, granieri a (2017). 
Personality profiles and problematic Internet use in a sample 
of italian adolescents. Clinical Neuropsychiatry: Journal of 
Treatment Evaluation 14, 1, 94-103.

Hayes AF (2013). Introduction to Mediation, Moderation, 
and Conditional Process Analysis: A Regression-Based 
Approach. guilford press, ny.

hollander e, Stein, dj (eds) (2006). Clinical manual of impulse-
control disorders. american psychiatric pub.

johnson jg, chen h, cohen p (2004). personality disorder traits 
during adolescence and relationships with family members 
during the transition to adulthood. Journal of Consulting and 
Clinical Psychology 72, 923-932.

Kim ej, namkoong K, Ku t, Kim Sj (2008). the relationship 
between online game addiction and aggression, self-control 
and narcissistic personality traits. European psychiatry 23, 3, 
212-218.

Kim K, Ryu e, chon my, yeun ej, choi Sy, Seo jS, nam BW 
(2006). internet addiction in Korean adolescents and its 
relation to depression and suicidal ideation: a questionnaire 
survey. International Journal of Nursing Studies 43, 2, 185-
192. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2005.02.005

Király O, Nagygyörgy K, Griffiths MD, Demetrovics Z (2014). 
problematic online gaming. in Kp Rosenberg lc feder (eds) 
Behavioral addictions: Criteria, evidence and treatment, pp. 
61–97. elsevier Science. Burlington, USa

Kuss DJ, Griffiths MD, Karila L, Billieux J (2014). Internet 
addiction: a systematic review of epidemiological research 
for the last decade. Current Pharmaceutical Design 20, 4026-
4052.

Kuss DJ, Van Rooij AJ, Shorter GW, Griffiths MD, Van De Mheen 
D (2013). Internet Addiction in adolescents: Prevalence and 
risk factors. Computers in Human Behavior 29, 5, 1987-
1996. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2013.04.002

Lev-Wiesel R, Nuttman-Shwartz O, Sternberg R (2006). Peer 
rejection during adolescence: psychological long-term 
effects—a brief report. Journal of Loss and Trauma 11, 2, 



Andrea Fontana et al.

214 Clinical Neuropsychiatry (2018) 15, 4

xiuqin h, huimin Z, mengchen l, jinan W, ying Z, Ran t 
(2010). mental health, personality, and parental Rearing 
Styles of adolescents with internet addiction disorder. 
Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking 13, 4, 
401-406. https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2009.0222

yen jy, yen cf, chen cc, Ko ch (2007). family factors 
of internet addiction and substance use experience in 
taiwanese adolescents. CyberPsychology & Behavior 10, 
323-9.

young KS (1998). internet addiction: the emergence of a new 
clinical disorder. CyberPsychology & Behavior 1, 3, 237-
244.

Young K, Pistner M, O’Mara J, Buchanan J (2000). Cyber-
disorders: the mental health concern for the new 
millennium. CyberPsychology & Behavior 2, 5, 475-479.

Zimmer-gembeck mj, nesdale d, Webb hj, Khatibi m, 
downey g (2016). a longitudinal rejection sensitivity 
model of depression and aggression: unique roles of 
anxiety, anger, blame, withdrawal and retribution. Journal 
of abnormal child psychology 44, 7, 1291-1307. 

and psychological symptoms among adolescent internet 
users. Addictive Behaviors 39, 3, 744-747.

thomas KK, Bowker jc (2015). Rejection sensitivity and 
adjustment during adolescence: do friendship self-silencing 
and parent support matter?. Journal of Child and Family 
Studies 24, 3, 608-616.

van der aa n, overbeek g, engels R, Scholte Rhj, meerkerk gj, 
van den eijnden Rjjm (2009). daily and compulsive internet 
use and well-being in adolescence: a diathesis-stress model 
based on Big five personality traits. Journal of Youth and 
Adolescence 38, 765-776.

Weinstein a, Ben abu h, timor a, mama y (2016). delay 
discounting, risk-taking, and rejection sensitivity among 
individuals with internet and video gaming disorders. 
Journal of Behavioral Addictions 5, 4, 674-682. https://doi.
org/10.1556/2006.5.2016.081

Westen d, defife ja, malone jc, dilallo j (2014), an 
empirically derived classification of adolescent personality 
disorders. Journal of the American Academy of Child & 
Adolescent Psychiatry 53, 5, 528-549.


