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Withdrawing to a Virtual World: Associations Between Subtypes of
Withdrawal, Media Use, and Maladjustment in Emerging Adults

Larry J. Nelson, Sarah M. Coyne, Emily Howard, and Brandon N. Clifford
Brigham Young University

An approach-avoidance model of social withdrawal (Asendorpf, 1990) identifies 3 types of social
withdrawal including shyness, unsociability, and avoidance. Each appears to be uniquely associated with
varying indicators of maladjustment in emerging adulthood (Nelson, 2013) but little, if any, work has
been done to see how they might be linked to media use in the third decade of life. Therefore, the purpose
of this study was to examine longitudinally the links between subtypes of social withdrawal, connective
media (e.g., e-mail, social networking) and problematic (forms of media such as violent video games that,
when used in high amounts, have been found to be linked to indices of maladjustment) media use, and
internalizing and externalizing behaviors. The participants in the study (Mage � 20.70, SD � 1.98,
range � 18–29 at Time 2) consisted of 204 undergraduate students (58% female) recruited from 2 large
public universities in the United States who completed questionnaires at 2 points of time separated by 1
year. Results revealed that avoidant individuals use problematic forms of media more than average,
unsociable, and shy individuals. Furthermore, problematic media use predicted more withdrawn behavior
at Time 2 and mediated the relation between avoidance and externalizing behaviors over time. Few
problems were found for unsociable behavior. The need to differentiate between multiple forms of
withdrawal in emerging adulthood and their links with problematic forms of media and subsequent risk
factors is discussed.

Keywords: social withdrawal, shyness, unsocial, avoidant, media

Research has revealed that shyness is a risk factor for malad-
justment during emerging adulthood (see Bowker, Nelson, Mark-
ovic, & Luster, 2014, for a recent review) but recent work has
shown that shyness is just one form of social withdrawal with each
subtype of withdrawal linked to different indices of adjustment and
maladjustment during the third decade of life (Nelson, 2013).
However, there is little if any longitudinal work examining factors
that might affect the stability of withdrawn behaviors or the link
between withdrawn behaviors and indices of adjustment or mal-
adjustment over time. A popular stereotype exists that shy indi-
viduals cut themselves off from their social world by secluding
themselves in their rooms/apartments and surrounding themselves
with media rather than people. However, no empirical work with
emerging adults has examined how subtypes of social withdrawal
might be related to various forms of media use and how that media
use might be related to the stability of withdrawal and its associ-
ations with indices of adjustment or maladjustment over time.
Therefore, the purpose of this study was to conduct a short-term

longitudinal study examining the role of problematic media (forms
of media such as violent video games that when used in high
amounts have been found to be linked to indices of maladjustment)
and connective media (e.g., e-mail, social networking) use in the
stability of subtypes of social withdrawal and their links with
internalizing problems (e.g., depression) and externalizing (e.g.,
use of illegal drugs, shoplifting or vandalizing, and smoking cig-
arettes) behaviors during emerging adulthood.

Withdrawal in Emerging Adulthood

The third decade of life is one during which instability is
common, identity exploration is encouraged, expectations for self-
reliance increase, and transitions into new social roles take place
(Arnett, 2000). Much of this instability, exploration, and transition
takes place in social settings (i.e., exploring one’s identity by
trying out different jobs, pursuing an education, and engaging in
romantic relationships) so many of these features of emerging
adulthood may be particularly challenging for individuals who are
either afraid to or simply prefer not to interact socially. This
underscores the need to better understand factors that are associ-
ated with adjustment or maladjustment for withdrawn individuals
during emerging adulthood because rather than embrace these
newfound opportunities for independence and engage in the social
activities that would benefit their development (e.g., educational
and vocational pursuits), some individuals might choose to with-
draw from their social worlds. Indeed, as noted previously, there is
a popular stereotype that shy individuals withdraw into virtual
worlds that may limit or completely severe social interactions with
others. However, there are few empirical inquiries into the topic so
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there is a need to examine the role that media use may play for
withdrawn individuals.

Withdrawal and Media Use

There are competing views regarding the role that media may
play in the lives of socially withdrawn individuals. According to
the social compensation theory, media may be particularly bene-
ficial for withdrawn individuals who may feel anxiety at interact-
ing with others in a face-to-face setting (Sheldon, 2008). For
example, it has been argued that shy individuals who used media
to connect to online relationships may feel enabled and gain
confidence which subsequently transfers to their offline relation-
ships (e.g., Roberts, Smith, & Pollock, 2000). Indeed, some feel
that aspects of certain forms of media simply provide more op-
portunities to develop social skills (e.g., Birnie & Horvath, 2002).
Accordingly, this theory would suggest that media might “com-
pensate” withdrawn individuals, and may even reduce withdrawn
behaviors over time. Evidence to support this notion can be found
in work showing that children who had low amounts of shyness
online and high amounts of shyness offline benefitted from their
interactions online as shown by a decrease in offline shyness over
time (Roberts et al., 2000).

Conversely, the rich-get-richer hypothesis suggests that with-
drawn individuals do not particularly benefit from media use
(Kraut et al., 2002; Sheldon, 2008) by arguing that media use
benefits individuals who already have strong social skills and are
confident in their interactions with others. Socially “rich” individ-
uals may use media as a way to reinforce their existing social skills
and augment their already large friendship groups. For the socially
“poor,” online interactions cannot fully replicate face-to-face in-
teractions causing media use by withdrawn individuals to be
detrimental because the time that could be used to interact with
others face-to-face is replaced or greatly reduced by the time spent
using media which robs individuals of opportunities to develop
greater levels of social competence (Henderson & Zimbardo,
1998). As a result, socially withdrawn individuals may be at risk
for other negative outcomes. For example, shy individuals who are
addicted to using the Internet (Chak & Leung, 2004; Yang &
Tung, 2007) and instant messaging (Huang & Leung, 2009) tend to
experience withdrawal, depression, and lower academic perfor-
mance. In sum, there are both conceptual and empirical reasons to
believe that media use by emerging adults has the potential to both
positively and negatively impact withdrawn individuals but given
the limited scope of this work there are a number of issues that
need further attention to better understand the links between social
withdrawal, media use, and developmental outcomes in emerging
adulthood.

Current Study

Although there is a growing body of work devoted to explicat-
ing the role of media use in the lives of withdrawn individuals,
there are several limitations to what has been done that point to
areas that need further work. First, the majority of the existing
work has examined shyness as a global construct rather than
examining multiple forms of withdrawal. The term social with-
drawal is considered an “umbrella construct” capturing internal
motivations for removing oneself from social interaction (Coplan

& Rubin, 2010). Approach-avoidance models of social withdrawal
(e.g., Asendorpf, 1990) are useful in understanding the various
reasons why individuals may withdraw from social settings. Spe-
cifically, shy individuals want to interact (high approach motive)
but simultaneously experience wariness, fear, and anxiety (high
avoidance motive). Others, referred to as unsociable, are believed
to withdraw due to a low approach (but also low avoidance)
tendency. In other words, they are not afraid of interacting and do
not actively avoid others per se, but are simply less interested in
initiating interactions with peers. Finally, some individuals ac-
tively avoid social interactions due to high avoidance and low
approach motivations.

Recent work in emerging adulthood suggests that both shy and
avoidant individuals (both men and women) experience more
problems of an internalizing nature in their relationships (although
the extent of the problems appear to be worse for avoidant indi-
viduals) whereas far fewer problems appear to exist for unsociable
individuals (Nelson, 2013). These findings demonstrate the need to
avoid global definitions of “shyness” and, instead, focus on mul-
tiple motivations that individuals have for withdrawing from social
interactions. Thus, there is a need to examine how the three forms
of withdrawal might be linked to media use, and how media use
might mediate the stability of each form of withdrawal over time
during the third decade of life.

The second problem with the existing work examining with-
drawal and media use is the lack of specificity regarding the types
of media use and the breadth of “outcome” variables examined. In
the existing literature there are a number of discrepant findings and
competing beliefs about the potentially beneficial versus harmful
effects of media use for withdrawn individuals which may be due
to the narrow focus on fairly positive aspects of media. For
example, studies have examined social networking sites (Baker &
Oswald, 2010; Chan, 2011), instant messaging (e.g., Huang &
Leung, 2009) and general Internet use (Chak & Leung, 2004; Yang
& Tung, 2007). Several of these forms of media have an aspect
about them related to connecting with others (e.g., social network-
ing sites, messaging). However, it may be that in their desire to
avoid social interaction as much as possible, individuals who
engage in some withdrawn behaviors (i.e., avoidance) may be
using forms of media that have little to do with connecting to
others. Furthermore, some withdrawn individuals may not only
choose to participate in forms of media that have very few social
components to them but they may choose to use media that has
been found to be linked to multiple forms of maladjustment to such
an extent that they might be deemed harmful, or problematic.

Indeed, in terms of use, media can range from normative to
pathological (Gentile, Coyne, & Bricolo, 2013). We do not mea-
sure pathological use (or addiction to media) in the current study;
instead we examine several types of media that may be labeled
problematic (Rosser, Noor, & Iantaffi, 2014). This line of reason-
ing may be analogous to other behaviors that are termed “prob-
lematic” in the literature, including problematic sexual behavior
(Samenow, 2013) and substance use (Halley Grigsby, Forster,
Soto, Baezconde-Garbanati, & Unger, 2014). Again, both range
from normative to pathological, with “problematic” levels being
somewhere in between. For example, sexual activity itself is not
problematic but when it occurs with numerous partners it has been
found to be problematic (i.e., linked to a number of negative
outcomes; e.g., Caspi et al., 1997). Similarly, there are many
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different types of media, some more problematic than others both
in their content and the time spent engaged in them. For example,
hours spent playing video games (particularly violent ones), online
gambling, and pornography have all been linked to negative out-
comes, including increased aggression (e.g., Anderson, Gentile, &
Buckley, 2007), addiction to media (e.g., Schmitt & Livingston,
2015; Southern & Hilton, 2015), and decreased empathy and
pro-social behavior (Anderson et al., 2010; Linz, Donnerstein, &
Penrod, 1988; Padilla-Walker, Nelson, Carroll, & Jensen, 2010). A
media diet that includes a pattern of high levels of these types of
media may be indicative of an overall problem with media that
may be linked to negative outcomes for emerging adults. In sum,
it is important to build on past work by distinguishing between
positive (i.e., connective) and problematic forms of media use.

It is also important to address limitations in past work by
broadening the possible correlates and outcomes of withdrawn
individuals’ engagement with media. There is a rather extensive
body of work showing links between multiple forms of withdrawal
and internalizing problems (e.g., depression, low self-esteem, and
loneliness; see Coplan & Rubin, 2010). There are fewer outcomes
indicative of externalizing behavior commonly associated with
withdrawn behaviors. However, externalizing problems are fre-
quently found to be linked to problematic forms of media (e.g.,
violent video games; Padilla-Walker et al., 2010). Thus, to better
understand the role of media use (both connective and problem-
atic) there is a need to examine indices of both internalizing and
externalizing problems. In sum, there is a need to examine both
connective and problematic forms of media and a variety of
outcomes including indices of both internalizing (e.g., depression)
and externalizing (e.g., use of illegal drugs, shoplifting or vandal-
izing, and smoking cigarettes) problems.

The third limitation to the extant work is that most of it has
focused on childhood and adolescence. Emerging adulthood is a
time in which young people both expect and are granted greater
levels of autonomy (e.g., Arnett, 2000; Aquilino, 2006; Wartman
& Savage, 2008). With this increased level of autonomy (and
lower levels of parental monitoring for many who live outside the
home), individuals have greater freedom to engage in the behav-
iors they want (e.g., use of media) including when they want and
for how long they want. Withdrawn individuals are not forced into
more social settings (e.g., classroom peer group) like in earlier
ages. Instead, they may choose to withdraw into solitary settings to
engage in solitary activities of their choosing. This is why the
degree to which individuals do or do not want to interact (i.e.,
approach/avoidance motivations) may matter in what emerging
adults choose to do in regard to media. Furthermore, there is a need
to examine whether or not participation in these behaviors (e.g.,
media use) is related to the stability of the different forms of
withdrawal. No study that we are aware of has longitudinally
examined the stability of these forms of withdrawal during emerg-
ing adulthood, nor have they examined factors (e.g., media use)
that contribute to the stability or instability of the nonsocial be-
haviors.

Taken together, there is a need to examine the links between
multiple forms of withdrawal and multiple aspects of media use in
emerging adulthood. Specifically, this study examined in emerging
adulthood (a) the differences (examined via a person-centered
approach) in the extent to which shy, unsociable, and avoidant
individuals use multiple forms of media (i.e., e-mail, playing video

games, playing violent video games, using social networking sites,
gambling, and viewing pornography); (b) the role of media (em-
ploying continuous variables) in the stability of each subtype of
withdrawal over time; and (c) the roles of both positive (i.e.,
connective) and problematic forms of media in the link between
subtypes of social withdrawal and internalizing (e.g., depression)
and externalizing (e.g., use of illegal drugs, shoplifting or vandal-
izing, smoking cigarettes) problems over time. Because this is
some of the first work of its kind in emerging adulthood, there is
little work upon which to build hypotheses. However, conceptu-
ally, we expected that unsociable behavior (because there is no real
drive to avoid social interactions) and shy behavior (because the
avoidance tendency is coupled with the approach tendency, or in
other words an equally strong desire to interact with others) would
be positively linked to more social, or connective, forms of media
use and fewer forms of problematic media. Due to the strong drive
to avoid social interactions, and based on work showing a link
between avoidance and indices of maladjustment, it was expected
that avoidant behavior would be linked to greater use of more
problematic forms of media. Furthermore, it was expected that
more frequent use of problematic media (i.e., media that is less
connective and which has been linked to multiple maladaptive
outcomes) at Time 1 would lead to increases in each form of
withdrawal, respectively, at Time 2. Finally, it was expected that
greater use of problematic media use at Time 1 would be linked to
higher levels of depression and greater engagement in externaliz-
ing behaviors at Time 2.

Method

Participants for this study were drawn from a study of emerging
adults entitled ProjectREADY (Research Emerging Adults’ De-
velopmental Years). Time 1 data were collected during 2009–
2010 and approximately 1 year later for Time 2 data. The sample
for the current study (Mage � 20.70, SD � 1.98, range � 18–29
at Time 2) consisted of 355 undergraduate students (58% female),
204 of which had complete data at Time 2 (58% participation rate).
A comparison of those who did and did not participate at Time 2
revealed that there were no significant differences on any of the
Time 1 variables except for one (those who did not participate at
Time 2 [M � 3.99] scored significantly higher on externalizing
behaviors than those who did [M � 3.55]). Participants were
recruited from two large public universities in the United States
(one located in the western United States and the other in the
Midwest), and response rate varied by site, with an overall re-
sponse rate of approximately 60% at Time 1.

In terms of year in school (at Time 2), 42% of emerging adults
were in their second year, 27% third year, 17% fourth year, and 5%
in their fifth year of college. Approximately 3% were enrolled in
graduate school, and 5% were not enrolled in college or graduate
school. Eighty-five percent of emerging adults reported living
outside of their parents’ home in an apartment, house, or dormi-
tory. Thirty-three percent reported that their parents’ combined
income was $50,000 per year or less, and 28% reported combined
parental income over $100,000. Fifty percent of the sample de-
scribed themselves as European American, while 32% described
themselves as Asian (n � 66), 5% described themselves as His-
panic/Latino, 2% described themselves as African American, and
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10% described themselves as biracial or having an ethnicity not
listed.

Procedure

Participants completed the questionnaire via the Internet. The
use of an online data collection protocol facilitated unified data
collection across multiple university sites. At Time 1 partici-
pants were recruited through faculty’s announcement of the
study in undergraduate courses. Undergraduate courses were
primarily introduction to psychology courses or large general
education courses of the like in an attempt to access a broad
range of students. Professors at the various universities were
provided with a handout to give to their students that had a brief
explanation of the study and directions for accessing the online
survey. Interested students then accessed the survey with a
class-specific recruitment code. Informed consent was obtained
online, and each participant was given a survey that took
approximately 45 min to complete. Participants were given a
$20 Amazon gift code for their participation. At Time 2, par-
ticipants were contacted via e-mail and given a link to the same
survey questions administered at Time 1. Participants were
given a $50 Amazon gift code for their participation at Time 2.

Subtypes of social withdrawal. Subtypes of social with-
drawal were measured with the Child Social Preference Scale
(Coplan, Prakash, O’Neil, & Armer, 2004) that has been revised
and adapted for college students (Nelson, 2013). Questions were
answered on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to
5 (strongly agree). Shyness was assessed using seven items (e.g.,
“I’d like to hang out with other people, but I’m sometimes nervous
to”). Cronbach’s alpha was acceptable at both time points: Time 1,
� � .90; Time 2, � � .91. Unsociable behavior was assessed using
four items (e.g., “I’m just as happy to be by myself as with other
people”). Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was only moderate, likely
because of the smaller number of items on this scale, Time 1, � �
.60, Time 2, � � .67. Accordingly, this scale should be viewed
with some caution. Avoidance was measured using six items (e.g.,
“I like to be with people,” reverse coded).Cronbach’s alpha was
acceptable at both time points: Time 1, � � .84; Time 2, � � .77.

Two different analytical approaches were employed to address
the specific research questions. For some of the analyses, we
treated these subtypes of withdrawal as continuous variables.
However, for other research questions, we employed a person-
centered approach that has commonly been employed when study-
ing these subtypes of withdrawal at various developmental stages
(Coplan & Weeks, 2010; Coplan et al., 2013; Nelson, 2013).
Specifically, to examine differences between each form of with-
drawal as well as nonwithdrawn individuals, groups were formed
according to the following criteria. Those individuals who scored
in the top quartile for shyness and in the bottom three quartiles for
avoidance and unsociability formed the shy group (18% of the
sample). Those who scored in the top quartile for avoidance and
the bottom three quartiles for shyness and unsociability formed the
avoidant group (6% of the sample). Those who scored in the top
quartile for unsociability and the bottom three quartiles for shyness
and avoidance formed the unsociable group (8% of the sample).
Finally, those who fell in the bottom three quartiles for all forms
of withdrawal comprised the nonwithdrawn control group (44% of
the sample). A portion of the sample (24%) did not fit into any of

the groups because participants fell in the top quartile of two or
more groups.

Media use. Participants were asked to estimate the number of
hours they spent in an average week using different types of media,
including e-mail, playing video games, playing violent video
games, using social networking sites, gambling (online or offline),
and viewing pornography. Weekly hourly estimates of media use
have been used in a number of recent studies either on adolescence
or emerging adults (Fraser, Padilla-Walker, Coyne, Nelson, &
Stockdale, 2012; Kaiser Family Foundation, 2010). It should also
be noted that we did not specifically define violent video games for
participants; rather, participants simply rated the number of hours
they played such games. However, other research has found that
self-reports of the levels of violence in video games tends to be
highly correlated with expert ratings of violence in the same
games, lending validity to this particular measure (e.g., Anderson
et al., 2007; Gentile et al., 2009).

Conceptually, these items fall into two different subgroups,
those that facilitate connection (e-mail and social networking) and
those that are generally done in isolation and may be viewed as
more problematic (playing video games, playing violent video
games, pornography, gambling) based on their associations with
indices of maladjustment as discussed previously. We group these
accordingly in later analyses. Also, several media types were
skewed (e.g., viewing pornography). A number of transformations
were conducted with little improvement in the distribution of the
scores; accordingly, this variable should be viewed with some
caution.

Externalizing behaviors. Externalizing behaviors were mea-
sured using 10 items that asked participants to estimate how
frequently they engaged in a number of externalizing behaviors
(e.g., “use illegal drugs,” “smoke cigarettes,” “shoplift or vandal-
ize”). Some of these items were adapted from Add Health and
others written specifically for this study by our research team.
Participants responded to items on a 6-point Likert scale ranging
from 0 (none) to 5 (every day or almost every day). Cronbach’s
alpha was moderate at both time points: Time 1, � � .66, Time 2,
� � .61.

Depression. Participants answered 8 questions from the orig-
inal Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression scale (Radloff,
1977) to assess depression levels. Questions were answered on a
3-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 3 (most of the time).
Sample questions include, “I felt everything I did was an effort,”
and “I felt sad.” Cronbach’s alpha was acceptable at both time
points: Time 1, � � .79, Time 2, � � .81.

Results

Group Differences by Withdrawal Type

The first analyses were conducted to examine differences in
media use for different types of withdrawn individuals (at Time
1). See Table 1 for means and standard deviations. A multivar-
iate analysis of variance revealed that media use differed by
withdrawn subtype, F(18, 733.05) � 2.00, p � .001, �2 � .07.
An examination of the univariate effects revealed no group
difference for social networking, F(3, 264) � .89, p � .05,
�2 � .01; however, there were significant differences for all
other types of media examined. Nonwithdrawn participants
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reported significantly fewer hours of e-mail than all three
withdrawn subtypes, F(3, 264) � 2.82, p � .05, �2 � .03.
Additionally, the avoidant group played substantially more
video games, F(3, 264) � 5.32, p � .001, �2 � .06, and violent
video games, F(3, 264) � 5.81, p � .001, �2 � .06, gambled
(including online), F(3, 264) � 9.90, p � .001, �2 � .10, and
viewed more pornography, F(3, 264) � 6.71, p � .001, �2 �
.07, than shy, unsociable, or nonwithdrawn participants. For
these latter types of media, there were no significant differences
between nonwithdrawn, shy, and unsociable participants.

Bivariate Correlations

Hours spent engaging in social networking and e-mailing were
averaged to form a connective media use variable and video game
use, violent video game use, gambling, pornography were aver-
aged to create an overall problematic media use variable. Addi-
tionally, all subtypes of withdrawal were treated as continuous
variables in the following analyses. Bivariate correlations were
computed for connective and problematic media use, social with-
drawal (three subtypes), externalizing behavior and depression.
For parsimony, we will not report all of the significant correlations
(see Table 2 for all results) but several of note include (a) the
strong correlations between each respective form of withdrawal at
Time 1 and Time 2 suggesting a fair amount of stability in social

withdrawal (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2012), (b) the links between
problematic media use and externalizing problems both concur-
rently and longitudinally, and (c) the negative association between
avoidant behavior at Time 1 and connective forms of media at both
points in time.

Measurement Model

In prelude to the structural models tested below, a measurement
model was first examined using structural equation modeling via
the AMOS Version 23. There were two constructs (shown in Table
3): connective media (two items) and problematic media (four
items). Goodness of fit indices suggested that the model ade-
quately represented the data, �2(8) � 86.15, p � .01, comparative
fit index (CFI) � .91.

Structural Model

To assess longitudinal associations, a cross-lag structural equa-
tion model was estimated using AMOS with all three types of
social withdrawal predicting future withdrawal, externalizing be-
havior, and depression, as mediated by connective and problematic
media (see Figure 1). The model fit the data well, �2(51) � 126.02,
p � .001; CFI � .96; root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) � .06. Results revealed that avoidance at Time 1 was

Table 1
Estimated Marginal Means and Standard Errors for Hourly Weekly Media Use by Subtype of Social Withdrawal

Media use

E-mail
Social

networking Video games
Violent

video games Gamble Pornography

Subtype of social withdrawal M SE M SE M SE M SE M SE M SE

Avoidant 10.44 2.42 14.56 2.98 11.03 1.75 8.81 1.52 3.63 .60 5.84 1.10
Shy 8.68 1.81 14.56 2.24 5.11 1.31 2.09 1.14 .16 .45 .77 .83
Unsocial 13.14 2.54 17.97 3.13 4.52 1.84 2.31 1.60 .03 .63 .65 1.16
Nonshy 4.65 1.12 10.79 1.38 3.96 .81 2.91 .70 .25 .28 .99 .51

Table 2
Bivariate Correlations for Connective and Problematic Media Use, Subtypes of Social Withdrawal, Externalizing Behaviors,
and Depression

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14

1. Connective media T1 —
2. Problematic media T1 .24��� —
3. Shy T1 .09 .02 —
4. Unsociable T1 .03 .03 .31��� —
5. Avoidant T1 �.11� .14�� .27��� .41��� —
6. Externalizing behaviors T1 .12� .34��� �.03 �.01 .10 —
7. Depression T1 .11� .02 .29��� .14� .16�� .10 —
8. Connective media T2 .23��� �.03 �.02 �.04 �.15� .08 .01 —
9. Problematic media T2 .01 .46��� .06 .01 �.02 .17� .04 .12 —

10. Shy T2 .06 .07 .69��� .23��� .30��� .02 .25��� �.04 .12 —
11. Unsociable T2 .06 .03 .10 .52��� .40��� �.05 �.01 �.03 �.03 .20�� —
12. Avoidant T2 �.01 .04 .30��� .49��� .55��� �.04 .14 �.13 .03 .36��� .62��� —
13. Externalizing behaviors T2 �.04 .27��� �.05 �.07 �.05 .64��� .16� .04 .19�� �.06 �.08 �.04 —
14. Depression T2 .17� .12 .21�� .03 �.01 .02 .50��� .08 .21�� .29��� �.06 .12 .10 —

Note. T1 � Time 1; T2 � Time 2.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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positively associated with problematic media use (	 � .16, p �
.01), which in turn was related with externalizing behaviors (	 �
.16, p � .01) and depression (	 � .19, p � .05) at Time 2. Indirect
effects were assessed using the INDIRECT feature in Mplus.
Analyses revealed that problematic media use was a significant
mediator of avoidance at Time 1 and externalizing behavior at
Time 2 (p � .01), but not depression at Time 2. (p � .05)
Interestingly, though shyness and unsociable behavior were not
associated with problematic media use at Time 1, such media use
predicted these subtypes of withdrawal at Time 2 (shy: 	 � .14,
p � .05; unsocial: 	 � .23, p � .01).

Conversely, avoidance was negatively associated with connec-
tive media (	 � �.15, p � .05). Connective media was also
negatively associated with externalizing behavior (	 � - .08 p �

.058) at Time 2. However, indirect effects revealed that connective
media was not a significant mediator of avoidance at Time 1 and
externalizing behaviors (p � .05). Additionally, each type of social
withdrawal at Time 1 predicted the same subtype of withdrawal at
Time 2 (shyness: 	 � .66, p � .001; unsociable: 	 � .42, p �
.001; avoidance: 	 � .49, p � .001). Finally, both externalizing
behavior (	 � .80, p � .001) and depression (	 � .49, p � .001)
were highly stable over time.

In terms of other variables, externalizing behavior was posi-
tively associated with both connective (	 � .16, p � .05) and
problematic media (	 � .43, p � .05). These types of media
predicted various subtypes of withdrawal, externalizing behavior
and depression, as outlined earlier. Indirect effects were examined
for all potential mediating effects of either type of media on the
relationship between externalizing behavior at Time 1 and any
outcome or withdrawal subtype at Time 2, with no significant
mediators being found (p � .05 for all indirect effects).

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to conduct a short-term longitu-
dinal study examining the mediating role of media use in the
stability of subtypes of social withdrawal and their links with
internalizing problems and externalizing behaviors during emerg-
ing adulthood. The results of the study provide some of the first
evidence of the stability of social withdrawal in emerging adult-

Table 3
Standardized Factor Loadings for the Measurement Model of
Connective and Problematic Media

Factor Items/Scale Loadings

Connective Media Social networking .98
E-mail .67

Problematic Media Video games .92
Violent video games .92
Gambling .55
Pornography .45

Figure 1. Social withdrawal and problematic behavior as mediated by problematic media use. Endogenous
error terms, intercorrelations, and paths between withdrawal types and externalizing behavior and depression at
both time points are not shown in the figure for parsimony. 
 p � .10. � p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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hood and the harmful role that problematic media might play in the
lives of socially withdrawn emerging adults.

We began by employing a person-centered approach to examine
the different patterns of media use in individuals who score high
on shy, unsociable, and avoidant behaviors, respectively. Results
revealed differences for every type of media use except for social
networking. Two findings are particularly noteworthy. First, all
withdrawn individuals, regardless of subtype, used e-mail more
frequently than their nonwithdrawn peers. Second, the avoidant
group played substantially more video games and violent video
games, gambled (including online), and viewed more pornogra-
phy, than shy, unsociable, or nonshy participants (who did not
differ from one another). This first set of analyses already began to
paint a picture of avoidant behaviors being a possible red flag for
risk. So, based on this first set of results, we formed variables
reflecting two types of media use (i.e., connective and problematic
media use) to further examine the potentially positive or negative
roles that media might play in the lives of withdrawn young
people. By treating subtypes of withdrawal as continuous vari-
ables, analyses revealed that avoidant behavior was positively
correlated with problematic media use, and negatively related to
connective media use. Again, these analyses point to a problematic
relationship between avoidance and media use. However, these
links were based only on cross-sectional relations at Time 1.

Hence, in the final set of analyses, we addressed the research
question regarding the role of media in the stability of each
subtype of withdrawal over time, and the mediating role of media
in the link between forms of social withdrawal and internalizing
(depression) problems and externalizing behaviors (e.g., use of
illegal drugs, shoplifting or vandalizing, smoking cigarettes) over
time. Results revealed a fair amount of stability of withdrawn
subtypes across time. Of further significance, findings showed the
role that connective and, especially, problematic media use plays
in the relations between withdrawn behaviors and internalizing and
externalizing problems over time especially for avoidant behavior.
Specifically, results showed that problematic media use was a
significant mediator of avoidance at Time 1 and externalizing
behaviors at Time 2. Also, results showed that although shyness
and unsociable behavior were not associated with problematic
media use at Time 1, such media use predicted these subtypes of
withdrawal at Time 2. Taken together, results of this study make
several important contributions to our understanding of social
withdrawal and problematic media use in emerging adulthood.

First, the study provides some of the first evidence regarding the
stability of various forms of withdrawal in emerging adulthood.
Although the study only examined the stability of withdrawal
across one year, it is nonetheless important to see the moderate
levels of stability of each form of withdrawal. This may give some
reason to be concerned about certain withdrawn individuals. Spe-
cifically, in work that has used the global term “shy” it has been
found that nonsocial individuals struggle in a number of different
areas including academically (Hojat, Vogel, Zeleznik, & Boren-
stein, 1988), in relationships (Barry, Nelson, & Christofferson,
2013; Nelson et al., 2008), in identity development (e.g., Barry et
al., 2013; Hamer & Bruch, 1997), and with internalizing problems
(Hotard, McFatter, McWhirter, & Stegall, 1989; Mounts, Valen-
tiner, Anderson, & Boswell, 2006; Nelson et al., 2008). When
studying subtypes of withdrawal (rather than global definitions of
shyness), it has been found that both shy and avoidant individuals

experience poorer relationships and problems of an internalizing
nature (e.g., low self-worth, depression, suicidal ideations; Nelson,
2013). Taken together, the findings may serve as a warning about
the mounting problems that might accrue the longer emerging
adults engage in shy and avoidant behaviors. Indeed, additional
work is needed to better understand the longitudinal outcomes of
being withdrawn in the third decade of life. Furthermore, work is
needed to examine factors related to either increases or decreases
in withdrawn behaviors. In the current study, there was certainly
variability in the stability of each form of withdrawal and it would
be important to understand factors that lead to fluctuation in the
amount of withdrawn behaviors in which young people engage.

In the current study, it was hypothesized that media might be
just one such factor that might play a role in the stability of
withdrawn behaviors over time. Interestingly, media use did not
mediate the stability of any of the forms of withdrawal over time
but higher levels of problematic media use at Time 1 led to
increases in shy and unsociable behaviors at Time 2. There are a
number of existing studies that have found a link between with-
drawn behaviors (again, usually employing a global definition of
shyness) and video game use (e.g., Holtz & Appel, 2011; Huang &
Leung, 2009) but most of this work has been with younger children
and adolescents and has been cross-sectional in design. Thus, the
results of the current study provide some of the first evidence in
the third decade of life that it is not just the fact that nonsocial
individuals turn to solitary activities such as video games but at the
same time the use of problematic media can lead individuals to
become more withdrawn. By examining multiple motivations for
withdrawing from social interactions, we found that individuals
who have low approach and high avoid motivations (i.e., avoid-
ance) tend to withdraw into solitary use of media (although this
link existed at Time 1 and therefore is not a causal finding), but
that higher usage of problematic media can actually increase shy
and unsociable behaviors over time. These findings are concerning
in that they raise the possibility that problematic media use can
lead to increases in behaviors that have been linked to numerous
indices of maladjustment in emerging adulthood.

Results of the current study also suggest that problematic media
not only leads to increases in shy and unsociable behaviors, but
also to higher levels of externalizing behaviors. This appears to
especially be the case for avoidant behavior as problematic media
mediated the association between avoidance and externalizing
behaviors with higher levels of avoidance and use of problematic
media at Time 1 predicting an increase in externalizing behaviors
a year later. Existing work has already shown a link between
avoidant behaviors and numerous indices of internalizing prob-
lems (e.g., lower self-worth, depression, self-harm, suicidal ide-
ations; Nelson, 2013) so it is disconcerting to discover that high
levels of avoidance and problematic media use can work together
to also predict problems of an externalizing nature. The findings
point to the need for future work to explore the mechanisms
through which avoidant individuals who turn to more and more use
of problematic media might then, in turn, engage in more exter-
nalizing behaviors over time. Indeed, it appears that this type of
future work is sorely needed as the growing evidence is beginning
to make it very clear that avoidance is a significant risk factor for
maladjustment in emerging adulthood.

In sum, the results of this study underscore the need to differ-
entiate between multiple forms of withdrawal in emerging adult-
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hood, and the ways in which subtypes of withdrawal are linked to
various forms of media, which, in turn, is related to an increase in
withdrawn behaviors and, in the case of avoidance, an increase in
externalizing behaviors in emerging adulthood. Past work employ-
ing broad, global definitions of shyness would paint a picture of
nonsocial individuals that supports the stereotypes of reclusive
individuals who spend the majority of their day engaged in solitary
forms of media use such as video games. Results of this study,
however, counter that stereotype for shy and unsociable individu-
als as they engaged in no more online gambling, pornography,
video game, or violent video game use than their nonwithdrawn
peers. They did e-mail more than more sociable emerging adults
but this may reflect attempts, at least on the part of shy individuals,
to balance their fear of social interaction (i.e., avoidance motiva-
tion) with their desire for social interaction (i.e., approach moti-
vation) by connecting with other people electronically (e.g.,
e-mail). Overall, though, shy and unsociable individuals do not
appear to use problematic media to any extent or in any way that
would set them apart from more sociable peers or place them at
risk for negative outcomes.

Avoidant individuals, on the other hand, appear to fit more of
the stereotypical image of individuals who in their attempt to avoid
social settings engage in solitary activities that include large
amounts of media including violent video games, online gambling,
and sexual media. There may be reason for concern for these
individuals in the third decade of life because higher levels of
problematic media use appear to be in turn linked to higher levels
of externalizing behaviors. Hence, results would suggest that not
only might avoidant behaviors place emerging adults at risk for
internalizing problems (Nelson, 2013) but also for externalizing
problems.

Limitations and Conclusions

Although the study makes numerous contributions to our un-
derstanding of withdrawn behaviors in emerging adulthood, it is
not without its limitations. First, participants include only college
students and, therefore, the findings may not be generalizable
beyond that population of young people. Future work needs to
include participants who are not attending a 4-year college or
university. It may be that findings for college students in regard to
these withdrawn behaviors would only be stronger as nonstudents
might have more time to engage in media use. Conversely, they
may be working more and therefore have less time to spend on
media. Regardless, there are ample reasons to suspect that the
relations between withdrawn behaviors, media use, and external-
izing behaviors might be different for nonstudents during the third
decade of life. Second, all of the variables were assessed via
self-report which may result in spurious or inflated correlations
due to shared method variance. Third, most of the items that
tapped avoidance were sociability items that were then reverse
scored. It might be argued that they do not directly assess a
high-avoidance and low-approach motivation. However, this scale
has been employed in previous work and found to be a reliable and
useful indicator of a unique form of withdrawal. Fourth, some
caution is warranted in how these findings are interpreted given the
small to moderate levels of relations among many of the variables.
Fifth, there may be both regional (data collected from only two
sites in the United States) and cultural factors that affect both the

“meaning” of the various forms of social withdrawal and how they
are linked to indices of adjustment and maladjustment. Future
work within the United States should include greater geographical
and ethnic diversity to enhance confidence in the generalizability
of the findings and future work outside of the United States should
explore the role of culture in the links of social withdrawal and
indices of adjustment and maladjustment. Finally, in the optimal
mediational design, all three types of variables should be measured
at a different point in time (i.e., three time points) so that there is
time for the mediating process to unfold. The design employed in
our study has been referred to as a half-longitudinal design (Max-
well & Cole, 2007). Future work should consider employing a full
longitudinal design.

Despite the limitations, this study makes several important con-
tributions to understanding social withdrawal and its relationship
with media use. First, it provides some of the first evidence of the
stability of social withdrawal in emerging adults. Furthermore, the
results indicate that all withdrawn participants (avoidant, unsocia-
ble and shy) e-mail more than their nonshy peers. Next, results
suggest that there may be reason to be concerned about the
avoidant-withdrawn group, as these individuals appear to partici-
pate in more problematic media use in comparison to other with-
drawn (unsociable and shy) and nonwithdrawn emerging adults.
Finally, findings from this study point to the role that problematic
media use may have in mediating the link between avoidance and
externalizing problems in emerging adulthood. Taken together, the
results underscore the need to differentiate between multiple forms
of withdrawal in emerging adulthood, and to examine the ways in
which these different subtypes of withdrawal are linked to various
forms of media, which, in turn, is related to an increase in with-
drawn behaviors and, in the case of avoidance, and increase in
externalizing behaviors during the third decade of life.
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