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Abstract: An increasing number of college students are experiencing social anxiety in an era of
prevalent social networking. College students’ social anxiety may be related to their social media use.
However, this relationship has not been confirmed. This study aimed to investigate the relationships
between different types of social media use and social anxiety among college students, and the
mediation effects of communication capacity in this context. A large sample of 1740 students from
seven colleges in China was analyzed. Bivariate correlation and structural equations analysis showed
that passive social media use was positively correlated with social anxiety. Active social media
use was negatively correlated with social anxiety. Communication capacity partially mediated
the relationship between social media use (passive/active) and social anxiety. Active social media
use may reduce social anxiety by positively mediating communication capacity, while improved
communication capacity may reduce the contribution of passive use to social anxiety. The differences
in the effects of different social media use on social anxiety deserve the attention of educators.
Developing communication capacity education around college students may help reduce their
social anxiety.

Keywords: social media use; social anxiety; communication capacity; college students; mediation effect

1. Introduction

Social anxiety, also known as “social terror”, refers to the negative anxiety that in-
dividuals experience in real or imaginary social interaction situations due to the fear or
apprehension of receiving negative evaluations from others [1]. The prevalence of social
anxiety in college students is about 7–33% worldwide [2–4], while in China, up to 12–14%
of college students suffer from high levels of social anxiety [5]. If social anxiety is not
corrected or improved, it may develop into a severe social anxiety disorder and continue to
affect students’ academic achievement, career development, and mental health [6]. Given
the burden that social anxiety places on people and society, it is imperative to study the
mechanisms through which it occurs, and to develop interventions.

Simultaneously, the use of social media has increased dramatically over the past
decade, particularly among young people. Social network sites (SNSs) such as Instagram,
Facebook, and Twitter have become indispensable parts of people’s lives. According to
statistics, there are 2.23 billion monthly active Facebook users worldwide, and this figure
has an annual growth rate of 11% [7]. In China, the number of internet users had reached
1.011 billion by June 2021, with college students accounting for the highest occupational
percentage, at over 23.0%.

Since college students frequently use the internet, their psychological status in social
interactions may be influenced by the use of social media. According to research, using
SNSs may cause personal social anxiety [8]. Several theories have shed light on possible
mechanisms through which social media use triggers social anxiety. According to the
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self-presentation theory [9], individuals may be more sensitive to negative evaluations
of others, and even tend to guess that others have negative evaluations of them in their
online self-presentation, which causes social anxiety. Individuals use others as a standard
of comparison for self-evaluation in the absence of actual reference material, according to
classical social comparison theory [10], especially in the absence of communication, and
passive use of SNSs by individuals triggers more upward social comparison. According
to behaviorist theory [6], social anxiety is caused by a conditioned reflex of emotional
response, implying that social anxiety may be caused by a lack of social skills and, more
precisely, communication capacity.

This evidence calls for a better understanding of the risk factors for social anxiety.
These factors also include the way social media is used, interpersonal communication
capacity, and previous experiences of social frustration. In this research, we aim to examine
the relationship between social media use and social anxiety, taking into consideration the
mediating role of communication capacity.

1.1. Social Media Use and Social Anxiety

Social media provides an online medium that allows users to add “friends” to the
same network and share their personal feelings, photos, etc., with these “friends” [11]. The
use of social media makes social comparison easier among young adults, leading to poor
mental health and life dissatisfaction [12]. Some studies have found that social media use
may trigger social anxiety in individuals. A study conducted in Kolkata discovered that
social networking sites (SNSs) and dependence on them had significant associations with
anxiety and depression among medical students [13]. Furthermore, according to a Hong
Kong, China study, students who spent more time on SNSs had more severe depression
and anxiety problems [14]. Users of social media may experience a physiological stress
response as a result of receiving negative feedback from others, cyberbullying, becoming
more aware of stressful events occurring in the lives of others, and feeling pressure to keep
social networks updated [15,16]. Social media use may also lead to general communication
overload, as individuals are bombarded with messages from multiple electronic channels
at the same time, which is linked to psychological distress [17].

Researchers have categorized social media use into active and passive use based on
the different ways social networking sites are used [18]. Active social media use is actively
communicating with others (posting their news, commenting on friends’ posts, and other
information-generating behaviors); passive social media use mainly refers to browsing
social networking sites without interacting with others (viewing friends’ news and not
participating in comments) [19]. To date, the literature distinguishing the different ways of
using social media remains limited. However, a recent study suggests that there may be
differences in the impact of different social media uses on individual mental health [20].
Active and passive Facebook use was also found to show opposing effects on loneliness [18].
Based on prior evidence, we came up with the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Higher active social media use and lower passive social media use are positively
associated with lower social anxiety.

1.2. The Mediating Role of Communication Capacity

Communication capacity refers to the ability to receive and transmit information, to
effectively and clearly express thoughts, feelings, and opinions to others through written,
oral, and nonverbal cues, and to quickly and accurately interpret the information transmit-
ted by others to understand their thoughts, feelings, and attitudes [21]. Multiple lines of
evidence suggest that internet use is associated with poorer cognitive-emotional regulation
and communication capacity [22–25]. Furthermore, according to behaviorist theory, social
anxiety is caused by a conditioned reflex of emotional response, implying that social anxiety
may be caused by a lack of necessary communication capacity [6]. Hence, we decided to
focus on communication capacity as a mediator of social anxiety.
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While social media users may gain a lot of social contact as a result of their internet use,
it decreases face-to-face contact, which may impair their social skills in the real world [23].
Individuals must constantly practice communication skills and modify their behavior in
response to feedback from others, and focusing on internet use may limit people’s opportu-
nities to practice communication skills and correct communication capacity deficits [23].
Heavy use of online social networks, for example, has been shown to reduce individuals’
intimacy and time with parents and family, while increasing conflict with people close
to them [24]. Adolescents who use social media for extended periods were reported to
have more severe social skills deficits [25]. Furthermore, a recent study found that active
social media use improves subjective wellbeing, while passive social media use decreases
subjective wellbeing [26]. Thus, rather than social media itself, the consequences of social
media use may be related to how social media is used. Based on past evidence, we propose
the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Higher active social media use and lower passive social media use are positively
associated with better communication capacity.

The capacity to communicate is also critical in social interaction, as college students
must manage relationships with different people, for example, classmates, teachers, roman-
tic partners, and even strangers. Difficulties with effective communication during social
development can lead to difficulties in establishing and maintaining friendships, which
can result in anxiety, low mood, and depression [27]. Evidence suggests that social anxiety
disorder is significantly associated with greater degrees of communication difficulties [25];
in other words, social anxiety is linked to a failure to apply social skills and engage in
social interactions [28]. Effective communication skills may affect people’s capacity to
cope with worry in their social interactions [29], and social communication deficits may
underpin anxiety disorders in individuals suffering from social anxiety. Spending time
with others, on the other hand, can improve social skills, but socially anxious people tend
to avoid social interactions [14]. Moreover, according to an intervention study, improv-
ing social skill knowledge has a positive effect on reducing symptoms of depression and
anxiety [30]. Therefore, for the mediation model of this study, in which social media use
is directly related to social anxiety and mediated through communication capacity, we
hypothesized that:

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Better communication capacity is negatively associated with higher social anxiety.

The theoretical moderated mediation model is represented in Figure 1.
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were surveyed by online questionnaire, and data from 1740 individuals were eventually
included through lie detection questions screening (valid recovery rate = 79.4%). Study
procedures involving human participants followed institutional ethical standards. All
participants completed the questionnaire anonymously after providing informed consent.

2.2. Measurements

All measures were self-reported, and data were obtained via Sojump.com (a platform
providing functions equivalent to those of Amazon Mechanical Turk). The questionnaire
link was shared by teachers for students to fill out anonymously and could be submitted
only once.

2.2.1. Basic Information

Basic information was collected via a general information questionnaire designed by
the researchers according to the content of the study, including students’ information such
as age, gender, year of study, place of origin, family structure, economic level, and ethnicity.
Finally, based on previous studies measuring risk factors related to social anxiety in college
students [3–5], participants were asked about class leaders’ experiences, frustration experi-
ences in social interactions, their number of friends on SNSs, and childhood left-behind
experiences (i.e., those whose parents are migrant workers and those who were children
left at home and cared for by relatives).

2.2.2. Active Social Media Use

Active social media use was measured via the Active SNS Use Scale [31]. It mainly
measures individuals’ active use of social media, such as “updating information on their
social networking site pages” and “posting photos on their social networking site pages.”
This scale consists of 5 items. Each item is rated on a 5-point scale (1 = never to 5 = always),
with higher total scores indicating higher levels of active social media use. The Cronbach’s
α value for this questionnaire is 0.77.

2.2.3. Passive Social Media Use

Passive social media use was measured via the Passive SNS use Scale [32], using
a Chinese version revised by Liu Qingqi [33]. It mainly measures individuals’ passive
use of social media, such as “reading friends’ status updates” and “viewing photos up-
loaded by friends”. This scale consists of 4 items. Each item is rated on a 7-point scale
(1 = never to 7 = multiple times a day), with higher total scores indicating higher levels of
passive social media use. The Cronbach’s α coefficient for this questionnaire is 0.70.

2.2.4. Communication Capacity

Communication capacity was measured via the Communication Capacity Scale de-
veloped for college students by a Chinese scholar [34]. This scale consists of 38 items in
8 dimensions: respect, listening, empathy, emotional sensitivity, comforting others, emo-
tional control, enthusiasm, and verbal expression. Each dimension includes 3–7 items
(see Appendix A for all scale items); each item is rated on a 5-point scale (1 = not at all to
5 = fully), with higher total scores indicating higher levels of passive social media use. In
this study, the Cronbach’s α value of this questionnaire was 0.89.

2.2.5. Social Anxiety

Social anxiety was measured via the Interaction Anxiety Scale [35]. It is mainly used
to assess the subjective feelings of individuals’ social anxiety experience and is widely
used in related studies. The scale consists of 15 questions and is scored on a 5-point scale
(1 = not at all to 5 = fully), with higher total scores indicating higher levels of social anxiety.
In this study, the Cronbach’s α value of this questionnaire was 0.81.
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2.2.6. Personality Traits

The personality of introversion and extraversion was measured via the Chinese ver-
sion [36] of the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire [37]. The scale is suitable for Chinese
adults aged 16 years and above, with the advantage of being easy to understand and
simple to measure. As social anxiety is mainly influenced by introversion and extroversion
personality traits in the Chinese ethnic context [38,39], only the E scale with 12 items was
used in this study to analyze the influence of introversion and extroversion personality
factors on the results. In this study, the Cronbach’s α value of this questionnaire was 0.83.

2.3. Statistical Analysis

Descriptive statistics were used to describe participants’ sociodemographic character-
istics and the main study variables (age, gender, profession, family structure, the experience
of class leaders, etc.). Moreover, we conducted tests of normality and homogeneity of vari-
ance. One-way analyses of variance (ANOVAs), t-tests, and Pearson’s r correlations were
used to test for the unadjusted associations between variables. Because the data obtained
are all self-reported by students, this may lead to common method bias (CMBs). Harman’s
single-factor test was used to test CMBs. If a factor accounts for more than 50% of the total
variance, common method bias has an impact on the findings [40]. All these analyses were
performed using IBM SPSS 26.0. Then, to achieve the main objective of the study, a simple
mediation model with 5000 bootstraps was run using IBM SPSS Amos 22.0 As an estimate,
a 95% confidence interval (CI) was provided. For the mediation effect, a mediator is signifi-
cant if the 95% CI of the indicator does not include 0 [41]. Confirmatory factor analyses
(CFA) were performed and then evaluated by Hu and Bentler’s [42] guide to various fit
metrics. The following indicators and thresholds are included: the chi-square/degrees of
freedom (χ2/df < 3.00), the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA ≤ 0.08), the
goodness-of-fit index (GFI > 0.90), and the comparative fit index (CFI ≥ 0.95). All statistical
tests were two-tailed, and the level of significance was set at 0.05.

2.4. Ethical Considerations

The Institutional review board of Soochow University has approved the ethical con-
siderations in research methods and procedures (SUDA20220620H08).

3. Results
3.1. Descriptive Statistics

The descriptive statistics for all study variables are shown in Table 1. The mean age of
college students was 19 years (standard deviation [SD] = 2), with a range of 15–29 years.
679 (39%) were male students, and 1061 (61%) were female students. The ratios of education
levels were 23.0% (undergraduate) and 77.0% (junior college). 57.0% were only children
and 43.0% were non-only children; 59.5% had served as student leaders and 40.0% had not.
The mean Interaction Anxiety Scale score was (43.46 ± 8.33), indicating a moderate to high
level of social anxiety.

There were significant differences in social anxiety among college students by gender,
family income, the experience of being left behind in childhood, frustration experiences in
social interactions, and personality traits (Table 1). According to hoc tests, college students
with a per capita household income of less than RMB 3000 had higher levels of social
anxiety than those with a per capita household income of more than RMB 5000. The lower
the income, the higher the level of social anxiety. Students with more frequent experiences
of interpersonal frustration had higher levels of social anxiety than those with occasional
or no such experiences. Students with introverted personality traits had higher social
anxiety levels than those with intermediate and extroverted personality traits. There were
no significant differences in social anxiety between the other sociodemographic variables.
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Table 1. Participants’ sociodemographic characteristics (N = 1740).

Characteristics N (%)
Social Anxiety

M ± SD t/F p

Age (year) 19.43 ± 1.85
Gender −0.359 p < 0.001

Male 679 (39.0%) 42.63 ± 8.64
Female 1061 (61.0%) 44.00 ± 8.09

Only child in family 43.10 ± 8.48 −1.583 0.114
Yes 749 (43.0%) 43.74 ± 8.22
No 991 (57.0%)

Grade 43.65 ± 8.04 0.186 0.906
Freshman 565 (32.5%) 43.41 ± 8.53

Sophomore 600 (34.5%) 43.20 ± 9.43
Junior 239 (13.7%) 43.19 ± 7.58

Senior or above 317 (19.3%) 43.43 ± 7.65
Place of origin

City area 863 (49.6%) 43.04 ± 8.42 −2.127 0.054
Rural area 877 (50.4%) 43.88 ± 8.24

Monthly per capita household income
<3000 yuan 256 (14.7%) 44.56 ± 7.54 5.595 p < 0.001

3000–5000 yuan 644 (37.0%) 44.35 ± 8.35
5000–7000 yuan 516 (29.7%) 43.11 ± 7.92

>7000 yuan 324 (18.6%) 42.35 ± 8.43
Teaching assistants experience −0.762 0.446

Yes 1035 (59.48%) 43.34 ± 8.53
No 705 (40.52%) 43.65 ± 8.04

Ethnic minorities
Yes 38 (2.2%) 42.54 ± 6.96 0.545 0.586
No 1702 (97.8%) 43.30 ± 8.10

Childhood left-behind experience 2.462 0.014
Yes 55 (3.2%) 46.18 ± 8.62
No 1685 (96.8%) 43.38 ± 8.31

Single parent families
Yes 114 (6.6%) 44.48 ± 8.98 1.350 0.117
No 1626 (93.4%) 43.39 ± 8.28

Frustration experience in social interactions 65.589 p < 0.001
Very often 186 (10.7%) 49.02 ± 9.06

General 719 (41.3%) 44.14 ± 6.94
Occasionally 609 (35.0%) 42.88 ± 7.94

None 226 (13.0%) 38.30 ± 9.54
Number of friends on SNSs 1.297 0.269

<100 223 (12.8%) 42.55 ± 8.93
100–300 616 (35.4%) 43.86 ± 8.02
301–500 739 (42.5%) 43.51 ± 8.24
501–700 76 (4.4%) 42.46 ± 8.59

>700 86 (4.9%) 43.47 ± 9.44
EPQ-Personality traits 59.527 p < 0.001

Introverted 889 (51.1%) 45.18 ± 7.60
Intermediate 729 (41.9%) 41.97 ± 7.81
Extroverted 122 (7.0%) 37.64 ± 7.51

Notes: SNSs: Social networking sites; EPQ: Eysenck Personality Questionnaire.

3.2. Correlations between Social Media Use, Communication Capacity, and Social Anxiety

Pearson’s correlation analysis (Table 2) showed that active social media use was nega-
tively correlated with social anxiety (r = −0.342, p < 0.001) and positively correlated with
communication capacity (r = 0.514, p < 0.01). Passive social media use was positively corre-
lated with social anxiety (r = 0.525, p < 0.01) and negatively correlated with communication
capacity (r = −0.253, p < 0.01). Communication capacity was negatively associated with
social anxiety (r = −0.371, p < 0.01).
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Table 2. Correlation analysis of social media use, communication capacity, and social anxiety (r).

Item 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

Passive social media use 1
Active social media use 0.019 1

Communication capacity −0.253 ** 0.514 ** 1
Verbal expression −0.229 ** 0.452 ** 0.648 ** 1

Enthusiasm −0.213 ** 0.505 ** 0.599 ** 0.534 ** 1
Emotional sensitivity −0.192 ** 0.251 ** 0.710 ** 0.533 ** 0.515 ** 1

Comforting others −0.137 ** 0.488 ** 0.669 ** 0.551 ** 0.559 ** 0.587 ** 1
Respect −0.170 * 0.350 ** 0.689 ** 0.440 ** 0.494 ** 0.714 ** 0.536 ** 1

Empathy 0.093 ** 0.517 ** 0.709 ** 0.525 ** 0.496 ** 0.680 ** 0.604 ** 0.766 ** 1
Listening −0.165 0.390 ** 0.613 ** 0.441 ** 0.542 ** 0.521 ** 0.548 ** 0.633 ** 0.641 ** 1

Emotional control −0.379 ** 0.572 ** 0.703 ** 0.303 ** 0.234 ** 0.269 ** 0.262 ** 0.223 ** 0.247 ** 0.284 ** 1
Social anxiety 0.525 ** −0.342 ** −0.371 ** −0.330 ** 0.237 −0.342 −0.386 ** 0.212 −0.230 0.353 * −0.479 ** 1

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01.
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3.3. Common Method Bias Test

Harman’s single-factor test showed that a total of 10 factors’ eigenvalues were >1, the
interpretation rate of the first factor was 33.47% (<50%), and there was no serious common
method bias.

3.4. Model Test

We used structural equation modeling with observed variables in SPSS Amos 22.0 to
test the relationships between social media use, communication capacity, and social anxiety,
while controlling for sociodemographic variables (gender, income, experience of being-left-
behind, experience of interpersonal frustration, and personality traits). Figure 2 shows a
simplified version of the calculated structural equation model. According to Table 3, the
following model can be accepted: χ2/df = 2.121, CFI = 0.975, GFI = 0.975, AGFI = 0.998,
and RMSEA = 0.039.
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number on the solid line. There are two mediation paths in the diagram: 1. Passive social media use
→ Communication capacity→ Social anxiety 2. Active social media use→ Communication capacity
→ Social anxiety.

Table 3. Structural equation model fit index.

Fit Index CMIN/df CFI GFI AGFI RMSEA

Test result 2.121 0.975 0.975 0.998 0.089
Fit standard 1 < χ2/df < 3 >0.90 >0.90 >0.90 <0.08

Note: CMIN/DF, Chi-square minimum degrees of freedom; CFI, comparative fit index; GFI, goodness of fit index;
AGFI, adjusted goodness of fit index; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation.

The results (Table 4) showed that active and passive social media use had a positive
and negative predictive effect on communication capacity (β = 1.697 and −0.700, p < 0.01),
respectively, explaining 32.8% of the variance in communication capacity. Active and
passive social media use negatively predicted social anxiety (β =−0.477 and 0.646, p < 0.01)
and explained 41.3% of the variance in social anxiety. Bootstrap repeat sampling was
set to 5000 and with 95% CI. The results showed that the direct effects were −0.477 and
0.646; the 95% CIs were (−0.552 to −0.401) (p < 0.001) and (0.577 to 0.715) (p < 0.001).
In contrast, the indirect effects were −0.100 and 0.050, and the 95% CIs were (−0.086 to
−0.030) (p < 0.001) and (0.007 to 0.059) (p < 0.001). The study revealed that the direct and
indirect effects of social media use on social anxiety are statistically significant; 95% of the
CIs did not include zero, which indicated that there was a significant mediation effect of
communication capacity on the relationship between social media use and social anxiety.
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Table 4. Bootstrap analysis of the mediating effect of communication ability between social media
use and social anxiety.

Path Effect Normalized
Path Coefficient (β) Standard Error (S.E.) 95% CI p

1. Passive social media use→
Communication capacity→

Social anxiety

Direct effect (c’) 0.646 0.059 0.577~0.715 <0.001
Indirect effect (ab) 0.050 0.013 0.007~0.059 0.003

Total effect (c) 0.696 0.031 0.636~0.757 <0.001
2. Active social media use→
Communication capacity→

Social anxiety

Direct effect (c’) −0.477 0.039 −0.552~−0.401 <0.001
Indirect effect (ab) −0.100 0.014 −0.086~−0.030 <0.001

Total effect (c) −0.576 0.033 −0.641~−0.512 <0.001

4. Discussion

This study confirmed that higher active social media use and lower passive social
media use were associated with lower social anxiety. Furthermore, this relationship was
partially mediated by communication capacity.

4.1. Social Anxiety Was Affected by Gender, Family Income, the Experience of Being Left behind in
Childhood, Frustration Experience in Social Interactions, and Personality Traits

Social anxiety problems developed by college students during their development are
often the result of a combination of personal, external, and other factors. Research has docu-
mented that sociodemographic variables are crucial factors related to social anxiety [43,44].
In this study, female students perceived more social anxiety than male students. According
to self-construction theory [45], men and women have different understandings of self-
awareness. Men tend to construct and maintain an independent sense of self in which
others are separate from the self. In contrast, women tend to construct an interdependent
sense of self in which others are also considered an essential part of the self-construction.
This difference in self-awareness may lead female college students to show nervousness
and anxiety during social interactions and sensitivity to the evaluation of social partners.
They tend to invest time and energy in repeatedly recalling and evaluating their perfor-
mance after social interactions, and thus are more likely to experience high levels of social
anxiety [46]. Moreover, students’ family economic level was associated with social anxiety.
Social anxiety was higher among college students with lower monthly per capita house-
hold income, which may be related to low self-esteem due to low purchasing power [47].
Similarly, a study by Jefferies [48] on social anxiety among young people in seven countries
showed that the unemployed population had higher social anxiety than those employed.

On the other hand, experiences of being left behind in childhood and interpersonal
frustration in social interactions were also associated with higher levels of social anxiety.
This triggering mechanism may work through the insecure attachment type of the stu-
dents [49]. Experiences of traumatic events and adverse life events suffered in childhood
have a profound impact on individuals. They become more fearful of interacting with
people, fear being judged, have a negative, skeptical attitude toward themselves, and do not
participate in as many social activities [50,51]. The findings also showed that extraversion
was negatively related to social anxiety; this is consistent with previous studies [50,52].
Highly extroverted people tend to be sociable, talkative, enthusiastic, and confident [53].
These people are more likely to engage in social activities and feel energized by social
interactions [54]. Hence, they are less likely to report social anxiety.

4.2. Different Manners of Social Media Use Correlated Differently with Social Anxiety and
Communication Capacity

Our results showed that the relationship between different use of social media and
social anxiety among college students varied. Active social media use was negatively
associated with social anxiety, while passive social media use was positively associated
with social anxiety. Although the effects were somewhat weak according to the effect size
criteria used by Cohen [55], the results still support our research hypothesis 1. In previous
studies, less research has been conducted on active social media use, with most of them
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pointing to positive psychological outcomes [31,56,57]. The reason for this may be related to
the fact that active social media use enhances social communication, leading to an increase
in daily contact and emotional interaction [18]. Users increase their positive emotions by
interacting directly with other users and increasing their supportive interactions online [58],
thereby reducing social anxiety. Passive social media use, on the other hand, points to
adverse outcomes in this study. Previous research has shown that passive use of social
media positively predicts loneliness, leads to a decrease in individual wellbeing, and affects
adolescent body image worries [59]. This is because the content presented by individuals
on the internet can make the viewers feel that their friends’ life is better than their own,
which in turn affects subjective wellbeing [60].

Moreover, this study revealed that active social media use was positively associated
with the communication capacity of college students, while passive use was the opposite.
Active online communication has been shown to have a beneficial effect on individuals.
For instance, active social media use can indirectly influence friendship quality through
positive SNS feedback, and can positively predict friendship quality [61]. On the other hand,
passive social media use may partially replace the function of real-life interactions and also
crowd out the real-life interaction time of college students. It may diminish direct, face-
to-face interactions between people, causing college students to alienate themselves from
real-world interpersonal interactions to a certain extent, and affecting the improvement of
interpersonal communication capacity [62].

4.3. Communication Capacity Was Negatively Correlated with Social Anxiety

According to previous studies, maladaptive behavior and irrational cognitive percep-
tions are two important causes of social anxiety among college students [20]. Behaviorism
suggests that, as an emotional response, social anxiety stems from conditioned effects and
explains the formation of social anxiety through the principle of conditioned effects and
social learning theory [63]. That is, social anxiety can arise from a lack of social skills. The
stronger the individual’s communication capacity, the lower the level of social anxiety. A
possible explanation for this is that the greater one’s communication capacity is, the more
clearly one can communicate one’s wishes and ideas to others, and the more acutely one
can detect the subtle emotional feelings of others through their body language. Hence,
one tends to build up a good level of confidence when interacting socially with others,
which, as a good emotional experience, helps to reduce the occurrence of social anxiety [64].
On the other hand, people with lower communication capacity may have a poorer sense
of communication experience in everyday interpersonal interactions due to their lack of
essential communication skills, and are therefore more reluctant to engage in frequent
interactions with people. The less they communicate with people, the more they fear
communicating with people, thus increasing their level of social anxiety [65].

4.4. The Mediating Role of Communication Capacity

The other results of this study corroborate the theoretical validity of the mediation
model; communication capacity partially mediates the relationship between social media
use and social anxiety, which means that communication capacity represents a potential
underlying mechanism that could partially explain how social media use is linked with
social anxiety. That is, promoting positive social media use and decreasing passive social
media use as ways to build up communication capacity might help to relieve social anxiety
among college students. Specifically, active use of social media strengthens relational
connections between individuals and provides a supportive environment for improving
communication capacity [66], thus helping to reduce social anxiety. On the other hand,
passive social media use significantly increases the risk of developing social anxiety, which
can be buffered by enhancing communication capacity. Behaviorism also suggests that
social anxiety can be generated by a lack of social skills [63]. Therefore, the development of
interventions oriented towards enhancing the communication capacity of college students
is crucial today, when social networks are prevalent. This may help these individuals to
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expand their social communication resources and strengthen their interpersonal support,
thereby reducing social anxiety.

This study has a few limitations. First, while this study was limited to public colleges,
there were some differences in students’ use of social media across different types of schools.
To improve the generalizability of the results, future studies could replicate this study in
other educational institutions (e.g., private or international schools). Second, our mediation
model is based on a priori, derived from previous studies. However, it is only one of several
reasonable and possible models examining how different variables are related. Future
research needs to consider the mediating role of other variables not studied in this research,
and verify whether the outcomes are replicated at other educational levels. Finally, while
the findings of this study support the hypothesized relationships described in the existing
literature, additional prospective studies are required to confirm the results.

5. Conclusions

Our research extends the previous results, showing that the relationship between social
media use and social anxiety can be explained when incorporating communication capacity
as a mediator. Active social media use was significantly and negatively related to social
anxiety, whereas passive social networking site use was significantly and positively related
to social anxiety. Reducing the use of passive social media among college students and
adopting communication capacity-oriented interventions may yield benefits for improving
students’ psychological wellbeing; educators should pay sufficient attention to them.
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Appendix A. Items of Communication Capacity Scale

Respect I can respect others in terms of manners.

I can accommodate other people’s perspectives.

I speak politely.

Listening I’m a good listener.

I listen to others carefully when I talk to them.

I can’t concentrate on listening to others.

Empathy I can accurately understand the thoughts of others, whether they are elders
or peers.

When I disagree with my family, I will think from a different perspective and
work together to solve the problem.

I can put myself in others’ shoes.

Emotional sensitivity I can easily perceive the emotional feelings of others.

I can perceive social situations well and pay attention to what others say
and do.

I can interpret other people’s attitudes and expressions based on their
gestures, expressions, or eyes.
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Comforting others I like to comfort others.

I think it is useless to comfort others when they are in trouble.

I am good at comforting others when they encounter misfortune or difficulties.

When friends feel upset or angry, they are willing to talk to me.

Emotional control I can find many reasonable ways to deal with my negative emotions without
causing harm to myself or others.

It’s very difficult for me to control my emotions.

When someone misunderstands me, I can explain to him/her calmly

Enthusiasm I appear to be cold.

I will take the initiative to say hello when I meet people I know.

I don’t initiate communication with new acquaintances.

I am an enthusiastic person.

I always smile with people.

Verbal expression I can express my thoughts clearly.

I can describe the boring things vividly.

To make my speech more compelling, I incorporate gestures and facial
expressions.

People always comprehend what I’m saying easily.

I know how to change the subject and understand the main points of the
conversation.

I can control my nerves in front of strangers and converse happily with them.

I don’t speak fluently.

Note: Only the items for the eight dimensions are shown here, and the scale’s 7 polygraph questions have
been omitted.
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