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ABSTRACT: Background: Recent years have witnessed the rapid rise of TikTok, a short-video social platform, which
has sparked concerns about its potential for misuse and addiction. TikTok addiction has been associated with various
psychological and social issues. This study aims to explore the mediating role of social ostracism in the relationship
between the Dark Triad (Machiavellianism, Psychopathy, and Narcissism) and TikTok addiction. Methods: Data were
collected from 425 Chinese college students through convenience sampling, using three validated scales: the Dirty
Dozen, the Social Ostracism Scale, and the Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale. Structural Equation Modeling (SEM)
with AMOS 24 revealed significant patterns. Results: Narcissism had direct positive effects on both social ostracism
(B = 0.115, p < 0.01) and TikTok addiction (f = 0.223, p < 0.05), while Psychopathy only had a direct positive effect
on social ostracism (B = 0.147, p < 0.05). Contrary to expectations, Machiavellianism did not show significant direct
effects on either social ostracism (f = —0.031, p > 0.05) or TikTok addiction (B = 0.135, p > 0.05). Mediation analysis
confirmed that social ostracism acted as a positive mediator, amplifying the effects of Psychopathy (f = 0.049, p < 0.05)
and Narcissism ( = 0.052, p < 0.01) on TikTok addiction. In other words, higher levels of Psychopathy and Narcissism
were linked to greater experiences of social ostracism, which in turn were linked to higher levels of TikTok addiction.
Conclusion: These findings suggest an important role for social ostracism in linking Narcissism and Psychopathy to
TikTok addiction. Addressing social ostracism and these dark personality traits through targeted interventions may be
important in reducing TikTok addiction risks among individuals with such traits.
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1 Introduction

Social media addiction is a growing public health concern, particularly among young adults whose
digital engagement is often intensive. College students, navigating identity formation and social connec-
tion, appear especially vulnerable to developing problematic usage patterns [I-3]. Among the plethora of
platforms, TikTok has rapidly emerged as a dominant global force since its 2017 launch. By 2024, it boasts
an estimated 2.05 billion registered users and over 1 billion monthly active users, fundamentally reshaping
digital communication [4]. TikToK’s highly personalized and algorithmically driven “For You Page” could
deliver endless streams of short-form video content, which creates distinct psychological dynamics. This
format fosters intense “flow” states and effortless, prolonged scrolling, potentially heightening the risk of
compulsive use compared to other platforms [5-7].
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“TikTok addiction” is characterized by compulsive use, loss of control, and adverse impacts on mental
well-being. Its concerns have escalated alongside the platform’s growth [1-3]. Understanding the drivers of
this platform-specific addiction requires examining individual susceptibility factors. Personality traits are
established as critical predictors of social media addiction vulnerability. Existing research has extensively
linked dimensions of the Big Five Personality (e.g., high Neuroticism, low Conscientiousness) to problematic
use of social media [8,9]. However, the role of socially aversive or “dark” personality traits, specifically
the Dark Triad of Machiavellianism (strategic manipulation, cynicism), Narcissism (grandiosity, entitle-
ment, need for admiration), and Psychopathy (impulsivity, callousness, low empathy), remains relatively
underexplored within TikTok’s unique ecology [10,11]. While studies on general social media use suggest
all three Dark Triad traits correlate with addiction [12], their specific interactions with TikToK’s features are
poorly understood.

TikToK’s environment may uniquely amplify risks associated with the Dark Triad. The algorithm’s
propensity to create highly personalized, often extreme or niche content “rabbit holes” can cater to and
reinforce manipulative tendencies (Machiavellianism), grandiosity and attention-seeking (Narcissism), or
sensation-seeking and callousness (Psychopathy). Furthermore, the platform facilitates anonymous or
pseudonymous expression, allowing individuals high in Dark Triad traits to engage in hostile communi-
cation, manipulation, dominance displays, and superficial interactions with significantly reduced risk of
real-world repercussions [13,14]. This lowered barrier to antisocial online behavior could fuel compensatory
use and addiction.

Besides, there is a significant theoretical gap involving the potential mediating role of social ostracism
in the extant literature. It refers to the experience of interpersonal exclusion or rejection. Individuals high
in Dark Triad traits often provoke social ostracism in face-to-face settings due to their manipulative, self-
centered, and unempathetic behaviors [15,16]. Compensatory Internet Use Model [17] suggests that such
rejected individuals may turn to online environments, like social media, to fulfill thwarted belongingness and
self-esteem needs [18,19]. TikTok, with its promise of connection, validation (e.g., through likes, followers),
and curated social spaces, might become a particularly attractive refuge. However, whether social ostracism
mediates the relationship between the distinct Dark Triad traits and TikTok addiction remains untested.
Existing research frequently treats the Dark Triad as a unitary construct or examines traits in isolation,
neglecting their potentially unique direct and indirect (via ostracism) pathways to addiction within specific
platform contexts like TikTok [11,15].

To address these gaps, this study investigates both the direct effects of Machiavellianism, Narcissism, and
Psychopathy on TikTok addiction and their indirect effects mediated through experiences of social ostracism.
This study is based on the hypothesis that each Dark Triad trait has a distinct relationship with TikTok
addiction. These traits may either directly influence addiction or act indirectly through increased ostracism.
The aim of this study is to explore how these dark personality traits interact with specific features of TikTok
to drive addiction. This study examines these relationships among Chinese university students. It aims to
contribute to the literature in several ways: (1) shedding light on platform-specific addiction mechanisms,
(2) broadening our understanding of the Dark Triad beyond general social media use, and (3) providing
insights for more targeted interventions.

2 Literature Review
2.1 Compensatory Internet Use Model as the Lens

Kardefelt-Winther’s [17] Compensatory Internet Use Model provides a framework for understanding
problematic internet use. It views it as a coping mechanism aimed at addressing unmet psychosocial



Int ] Ment Health Promot. 2025;27(9) 1337

needs rather than a pathological obsession. Dark personality traits like Machiavellianism, Narcissism, and
Psychopathy often lead to social exclusion. This is because individuals with these traits tend to manipulate
others and remain emotionally detached. As a result, they may experience a loss of belonging and struggle
with low self-worth. [20]. This exclusion creates significant psychosocial voids that drive individuals toward
compensatory behaviors, steering them to platforms like TikTok, which offers an efficient reward system.
TikToK’s algorithm delivers continuous affirmation via personalized content, replacing the social validation
typically gained offline with virtual recognition. Additionally, the platform’s anonymity provides a low-risk
outlet for expressing hostile tendencies that may not be voiced in face-to-face interactions [13]. At the same
time, the platform’s short-form, immersive experience helps users quickly alter their mood, offering an
immediate escape from the distress caused by social rejection. Over time, this reliance on compensatory
behaviors can evolve into TikTok addiction, marked by a loss of control and negative life impact [1-3]. Thus,
social ostracism acts as a mediator between dark personality traits and addiction. The social deficits caused
by these traits are transformed into compulsive platform engagement through ongoing compensatory use.

2.2 TikTok and TikTok Addiction

TikTok, a short-video social platform developed by ByteDance, was launched in May 2017 with the
mission “to inspire creativity and bring joy”. It allows users to create and explore short videos directly on their
smartphones, enabling the sharing of creative ideas and meaningful moments. The platform offers a range of
features: users can create videos by clicking the “+” icon on the homepage, add sounds and effects, and use
editing tools like the library. Eligible creators can activate the video gift feature to earn diamonds and generate
revenue. On the Discover page, users can browse trending videos or search for specific content. TikTok
is available on both mobile and PC, with the PC web version divided into four sections: Recommended,
Following, Explore, and Live. Through TikTok Live, creators can interact with their audience in real time,
host multi-person broadcasts, and set up live events to notify viewers about upcoming streams. The platform’s
subtitle and translation tools auto-generate titles, subtitles, and text sticker translations, helping to overcome
language barriers. The For You section recommends videos based on user interests and engagement, with
an option to provide feedback by selecting “Not Interested” to refresh the feed. Additional features include
series videos, special effects, real-time subscriptions, and subscriber-only content. As of 2024, TikTok has
2.05 billion registered users worldwide, with over 1 billion monthly active users. It is also available in more
than 150 countries and regions [4].

The rapid growth of TikTok has sparked increasing concerns over its potential for misuse [21]. Improper
use of TikTok is commonly considered a type of social media addiction. It is characterized by symptoms
such as difficulty controlling screen time, psychological withdrawal when access is limited, strong urges
to continue using the platform, and an inability to stop despite its negative impact on daily life [2,22].
Research has shown that social media addiction can lead to a range of mental health issues, including
depression, social anxiety, psychological distress, and sleep disorders [1,23,24]. TikTok addiction is a subset
of the broader category of social media addiction, sharing common addiction mechanisms, effects, and
coping strategies. However, it also has unique characteristics linked to the platform’s specific features. TikTok,
with its focus on short, fragmented, and entertaining videos, creates a format that quickly captivates users.
This leads to addictive behaviors that differ from those found on platforms focused on images, text, or
long-form videos [25]. Studies have suggested that certain groups, such as women, younger individuals, low-
income populations, and those with lower education levels, are at a higher risk of developing an addiction to
TikTok [6,7]. Although these findings provide valuable insight into the risk factors associated with TikTok
addiction, the underlying mechanisms driving this addiction remain an area for further research.
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2.3 Dark Triad and TikTok Addiction

Personality traits are the stable and enduring patterns of behavior, thought processes, and emotional
responses that define an individual. These traits play a key role in shaping how a person perceives the
world, interacts with others, and copes with various life situations. Research has shown that personality traits
can be strong indicators of social media addiction tendencies. For example, Blackwell et al. [8] found that
higher Extraversion and higher Neuroticism positively predicted frequent social media use. Similarly, in
Zhang et al’s [26] study on short-video-based social media addiction, higher Agreeableness was identified as
a protective factor, while higher Extraversion and higher Neuroticism remained as risk factors. Montag and
Markett [9], examining TikTok addiction, confirmed that higher Neuroticism was a strong risk predictor.
They also found that higher Conscientiousness helped mitigate the risk of TikTok addiction. These findings
highlight the strong connection between personality traits and social media addiction, particularly TikTok
addiction, shedding light on how certain traits predict and influence social media usage patterns. However,
they primarily center on the Big Five personality traits and largely overlook the influence of dark personality
traits, such as those found in the Dark Triad.

The Big Five represent broad dimensions of personality that focus on normal psychological patterns and
behaviors. In contrast, the Dark Triad is centered on antisocial traits [27]. The Dark Triad includes Machi-
avellianism, which involves manipulation, deceit, and self-interest in relationships; Narcissism, marked by
an inflated sense of self-importance, a need for admiration, and a disregard for others; and Psychopathy,
characterized by impulsivity, a lack of empathy, and an indifference to societal norms. These three traits
are linked to antisocial behavior and have negative impacts on interpersonal relationships and social
interactions. Recent studies have examined how these dark traits relate to social media addiction [12].
For example, Tang et al. [10] showed that all three Dark Triad traits are positively linked to social media
addiction. Wang et al. [11] highlighted the distinct links between these traits and addiction symptoms, with
Machiavellianism associated with conflict, Psychopathy with aggression, and Narcissism with withdrawal.
They also found that Narcissism had the strongest impact on the overall relationship network. Moreover, in
the study by Liao et al. [28], Machiavellianism and Narcissism had a direct effect on social media addiction,
while Psychopathy did not directly influence social media addiction. While these studies have advanced our
understanding of how dark personality traits contribute to social media addiction, more research is needed to
explore the specific mechanisms at play, particularly in relation to platform-specific addictions like TikTok.

2.4 Social Ostracism as a Potential Mediator

We proposed that social ostracism may serve as a potential mediator in the relationship between the
Dark Triad and social media addiction, as it is closely linked to both. Social ostracism refers to the experience
of exclusion or isolation from others or society, which makes it difficult for individuals to integrate into
social environments or circles [29]. For instance, in a school setting, when certain students deliberately
exclude a peer from activities or isolate them, this exemplifies social ostracism. Research has shown that
individuals with Dark Triad are more prone to experiencing social ostracism [30-32]. For example, Huang
et al. [15] found that the Dark Triad positively predicts social ostracism, which may, in turn, lead to
school bullying. Similarly, in organizational psychology, Xu et al. [16] revealed that the Dark Triad not
only directly predicts workplace ostracism but also indirectly influences it through self-serving cognition.
On the other hand, previous studies have suggested a strong link between social ostracism and social
media addiction [33,34]. Arslan and Coskun [18] found that social ostracism directly predicts social media
addiction, with mindfulness acting as a protective factor. Lim [19] also demonstrated that social ostracism
exacerbates addiction to platforms like Facebook. Yue et al. [35] further confirmed this relationship in more
recent research.
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While these studies have deepened our understanding of the connections between the Dark Triad, social
ostracism, and social media addiction, there are still several gaps in the current literature. First, although
these studies suggest that social ostracism might mediate this relationship, empirical research is lacking to
confirm this. Second, there is limited exploration of how the Dark Triad influences the addiction mechanisms
specific to short-video platforms like TikTok. Third, existing studies typically treat the Dark Triad as a
unified construct, overlooking the distinct characteristics of Machiavellianism, Psychopathy, and Narcissism.
This hinders the identification of the specific mechanisms through which each trait contributes to TikTok
addiction. Finally, most research has not analyzed all three Dark Triad traits and TikTok addiction within the
same model, treating them as independent variables. However, as these traits often coexist within individuals,
itis crucial to examine them together to better understand their combined effects and potential interactions.
To address these gaps, our aim is to test whether social ostracism mediates the relationship between the three
Dark Triad traits and TikTok addiction.

Drawing on the Compensatory Internet Use Model [17] and recent empirical advances [32-34], we
propose a conceptual model (illustrated in Fig. 1) to examine both direct and mediating effects. Specifically,
we hypothesize that each component of the Dark Triad (Machiavellianism, Psychopathy, and Narcissism)
exhibits positive associations with TikTok addiction. Furthermore, these traits are expected to link with
higher levels of social ostracism, which in turn increase vulnerability to TikTok addiction. Crucially, social
ostracism is hypothesized to act as a mediator linking each Dark Triad trait to TikTok addiction. The
following hypotheses formalize these proposed relationships:

Machiavellianism HI
H2 Ostracism
H3
Psychopathy H7
H4
v
HS
Addiction
Narcissism
H6

Figure 1: The proposed model on the Dark Triad, social ostracism, and TikTok addiction. Note: H, hypothesis

Direct Effects:

Hypothesis 1: Machiavellianism positively explains Tik Tok addiction.

Hypothesis 2: Machiavellianism positively explains social ostracism.

Hypothesis 3: Psychopathy positively explains TikTok addiction.

Hypothesis 4: Psychopathy positively explains social ostracism.

Hypothesis 5: Narcissism positively explains TikTok addiction.

Hypothesis 6: Narcissism positively explains social ostracism.

Hypothesis 7: Social ostracism positively explains TikTok addiction.

Mediation Effects:

Hypothesis 8: Social ostracism mediates the relationship between Machiavellianism and Tik Tok addiction.

Hypothesis 9: Social ostracism mediates the relationship between Psychopathy and TikTok addiction.
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Hypothesis 10: Social ostracism mediates the relationship between Narcissism and TikTok addiction.

3 Methodology
3.1 Participants

We used convenience sampling to recruit undergraduate participants from a university in Henan, China.
To increase the diversity of the sample, we purposively distributed questionnaires across five academic
disciplines: Chinese Education, English, Visual Communication, Hydraulic and Hydroelectric Engineering,
and Environmental Design. Participants were required to be full-time students aged 18 or older, active TikTok
users for over three months, and voluntarily willing to complete the survey.

The survey was administered through Wenjuanxing, a secure online platform. Before participation,
all participants were detailed the research objectives, data anonymity and encryption, the voluntary nature
of participation with explicit withdrawal rights. They were also informed that no financial compensation
would be provided. Formal electronic informed consent was obtained from all 558 initial participants. After
excluding 133 invalid responses due to uniform answering, the final sample consisted of 425 participants
(Mean age = 20.271, standard deviation [SD] = 1.770). The demographic characteristics of the participants
are shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Demographic characteristics of participants (n = 425)

Category Count Percentage
Gender

Male 184 43.29%

Female 241 56.71%
Age

18-20 250 58.82%

20-25 175 41.18%
Grade

Freshman 34 8.00%

Sophomore 131 30.92%

Junior 208 48.94%

Senior 52 12.24%

All self-report scales underwent rigorous translation: three bilingual researchers performed initial
translations, followed by professional back-translation verification for conceptual accuracy. Participants
completed the validated Chinese versions (full items in Table Al). Ethical approval was granted by the Ethics
Committee of North China University of Water Resources and Electric Power (No. NCWUSES20250303).

3.2 Instruments

Confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) were conducted to examine the factor structure of the measures
utilized in this study, with detailed results provided in Table A2.

3.2.1 Dirty Dozen

We utilized the 12-item Dirty Dozen scale, which is a brief assessment tool for the Dark Triad, as devised
by Jonason and Webster [36]. This scale was employed to evaluate the participants’levels of Machiavellianism,
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Narcissism, and Psychopathy, with each trait assessed through four specific items. The participants were
asked to rate each item on a 6-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree).
Higher scores on this scale correspond to a higher degree of dark personality traits. The reliability of this scale
in our study was found to be high. The Cronbach’s a of the scale was 0.903, which exceeded the threshold of
0.7 [37].

3.2.2 Social Ostracism Scale

We adopted the 5-item Social Ostracism Scale developed by O'Donnell et al. [38] to assess participants’
perceived social ostracism. Participants were asked to rate each item on a 6-point Likert scale, ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). All items were reversely scored. Higher scores on this scale indicate
a higher level of perceived social ostracism. The reliability of this scale in our study was found to be high,
with a Cronbach’s a of 0.899 (>0.7) [37].

3.2.3 Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale

We adapted the 6-item Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale developed by Leung et al. [39] to measure
participants’ TikTok addiction. The items were modified to suit the TikTok context. Participants rated each
item on a 6-point Likert scale, with responses ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Higher
scores on the scale indicated a greater degree of TikTok addiction. The reliability of the scale in our study
was found to be excellent, with a Cronbach’s a of 0.911 (>0.7) [37].

3.3 Data Analysis

Data analyses were performed using AMOS 24.0 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA) and SPSS 26.0
(IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA). Initially, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) in AMOS 24.0 evaluated
the three measures fit using standard indices including comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis index
(TLI), and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), with detailed threshold criteria and results
presented in Table A2 [40]. Afterward, descriptive statistics computed in SPSS 26.0 focused on assessing
normality assumptions through skewness and kurtosis evaluation, as these are essential prerequisites for
covariance-based structural equation modeling (CB-SEM) [41]. Subsequent Pearson correlation analysis
examined bivariate relationships between variables, with correlation coefficients interpreted using Cohen’s
conventional criteria: » = 0.10 (small effect), 0.30 (medium effect), and 0.50 (large effect) [42]. Finally,
path analysis via CB-SEM tested the hypothesized structural relationships. Direct effect was judged to be
significant based on p < 0.05. Mediation effects were examined using bias-corrected bootstrapping with 5,000
resamples [43], where indirect effects were deemed statistically significant if the 95% confidence intervals
(ClIs) excluded zero.

4 Results
4.1 Descriptive Statistics

To begin with, we conducted a descriptive statistical analysis on the dataset. As illustrated in Table 2,
the mean of the five variables was generally low, spanning from 2.185 to 2.746. This suggests that participants
tended to have relatively low to moderate levels of the measured constructs. Furthermore, in line with the
criteria established by Kline [41], skewness and kurtosis values within the range of -2 to +2 are usually taken
as evidence of a normal distribution. In our case, the skewness and kurtosis values varied between —0.666
and 1.179, which confirms that the data distribution was normal. This finding sets a solid foundation for our
subsequent CB-SEM analysis.
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Table 2: Descriptive statistics of all variables (n = 425)

Variables Minimum Maximum Mean SD  Skewness (SE) Kurtosis (SE)
Machiavellianism 1 6 2185 1.032 0.863 (0.118) 0.837 (0.236)
Psychopathy 1 6 2.301 0.836 0.684 (0.118) 1.179 (0.236)
Narcissism 1 6 2.848 1145 —0.034 (0.118) -0.666 (0.236)
Social ostracism 1 6 2746 0.922  0.217 (0.118) 0.602 (0.236)
TikTok addiction 1 6 2504 1052  0.244 (0.118)  —0.389 (0.236)

Note: SD, Standard deviation; SE, Standard error.
4.2 Correlation Analyses

Next, we conducted a Pearson correlation analysis to examine variable relationships. As shown
in Table 3, correlations between the three dark personality traits and both social ostracism and TikTok
addiction ranged from 0.164 to 0.378. According to Cohen’s conventional criteria, these coefficients represent
small to medium effect sizes (0.10 < r < 0.30 = small; 0.30 < r < 0.50 = medium) [42]. These findings establish
preliminary support for further analysis, as Kline [41] confirms correlation is a necessary precondition for
CB-SEM.

Table 3: Correlations between all variables (n = 425)

Variables 1 2 3 4 5
1. Machiavellianism -
2. Psychopathy 0.661** -
3. Narcissism 0.611**  0.530** -

4. Social ostracism 0.161**  0.209** 0.214** -
5. TikTok addiction 0.327** 0.280** 0.378** 0.405**

Note: **p < 0.01.

4.3 Mediation Analyses

We conducted an SEM analysis to examine the relationships between our variables. The mediation
model resulting from this analysis is shown in Fig. 2.

Machiavellianism f---___

Ostracism

0.661%**

Psychopathy 0.335%*

0.530%** \ 4

Addiction

Narcissism 0.223%

Figure 2: The mediation model on the Dark Triad, social ostracism, and TikTok addiction (n = 425). Note: All
coeflicients were standardized; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001; Solid lines represent significant pathways, while dotted
lines indicate non-significant ones
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Regarding direct effects (Table 4), Machiavellianism showed no significant association with TikTok
addiction (p = 0.135, p > 0.05) or social ostracism (p = —0.031, p > 0.05), leading to rejection of Hypothesis 1
and Hypothesis 2. Psychopathy was not significantly linked to TikTok addiction ($ = 0.003, p > 0.05) but
demonstrated a positive direct relationship with social ostracism ( = 0.147, p < 0.05), resulting in rejection of
Hypothesis 3 but support for Hypothesis 4. Narcissism was positively associated with both TikTok addiction
(B =0.223, p < 0.05) and social ostracism ( = 0.155, p < 0.05). Similarly, social ostracism exhibited a positive
direct association with TikTok addiction (p = 0.335, p < 0.05). Consequently, Hypothesis 5, Hypothesis 6,
and Hypothesis 7 were all supported.

Table 4: Results of direct effects (n = 425)

95% CI P VIx

Direct pathways B

Lower Upper
Hypothesis 1. Machiavellianism — TikTok addiction 0135  0.001  0.266  0.100
Hypothesis 2. Machiavellianism — Social ostracism  —-0.031 -0.127 0.086  0.670

Hypothesis 3. Psychopathy — TikTok addiction 0.003 -0.107 0136 0.914
Hypothesis 4. Psychopathy — Social ostracism 0.147 0.044 0.257 0.030
Hypothesis 5. Narcissism — TikTok addiction 0.223  0.03 0313  0.012
Hypothesis 6. Narcissism — Social ostracism 0.155 0.053  0.268 0.009

LU x x x

Hypothesis 7. Social ostracism — TikTok addiction =~ 0.335  0.264  0.443 0.004

Note: B, standardized effect size. \/ = hypotheses were supported; x = hypotheses were rejected.

Regarding indirect effects, Table 5 indicates that social ostracism did not mediate the relationship
between Machiavellianism and TikTok addiction (B = —0.010, 95%CI [-0.040, 0.027]), leading to the
rejection of Hypothesis 8. However, both Hypothesis 9 and Hypothesis 10 were supported, as social
ostracism mediated the positive effect of Psychopathy on TikTok addiction (B = 0.049, 95%CI [0.021, 0.110]),
as well as the positive effect of Narcissism on TikTok addiction (B = 0.052, 95%CI [0.022, 0.101]).

Table 5: Results of indirect effect (n = 425)

95% CI
Indirect pathways B % P VIx
Lower Upper
Hypothesis 8. Machiavellianism — Social ostracism — -0.010 -0.040 0.027 0.671  x

TikTok addiction

Hypothesis 9. Psychopathy — Social ostracism — TikTok 0.049  0.021 0110 0.012 /
addiction

Hypothesis 10. Narcissism — Social ostracism — TikTok 0.052  0.022 0101 0.003 /
addiction

Note: B, standardized effect size; / = hypotheses were supported; x = hypotheses were rejected.

5 Discussion

Given the growing concerns regarding problematic TikTok use, we investigated how dark personality
traits influence TikTok addiction through the mediation of social ostracism. Initially, we validated the
potential of CB-SEM. Subsequently, a mediation analysis was performed to test our hypotheses, uncovering
several interesting findings.
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In detail, contrary to hypotheses derived from general social media addiction research [10,11], Machi-
avellianism failed to directly predict TikTok addiction (Hypothesis 1 rejected) and showed no association
with social ostracism (Hypothesis 2 rejected). This contradicts the findings of Tang et al. [10], which
identified Machiavellianism as a robust predictor of addiction across platforms like Facebook and Twitter.
The inconsistency may stem from TikTok’s algorithmic structure and interaction norms. Unlike text-
based platforms where Machiavellian individuals strategically manipulate narratives or curate follower
networks (e.g., spreading misinformation on Twitter), TikTok’s emphasis on short, visually driven content
limits opportunities for calculated, long-term social engineering. The platform’s “For You” page algorithm
autonomously distributes content based on engagement metrics rather than user-driven networking,
reducing the utility of Machiavellian tactics (e.g., building alliances, exploiting hierarchical relationships).
Consequently, individuals high in Machiavellianism may perceive TikTok as less rewarding for their
manipulative goals, leading to disengagement or non-addictive use.

Furthermore, while social ostracism was found to directly and positively predict TikTok addiction,
aligning with previous studies [18,35] and supporting Hypothesis 7, the absence of mediation through social
ostracism (Hypothesis 8 rejected) challenges findings in organizational psychology. Xu et al. [16] found
that Machiavellianism has consistently been shown to predict ostracism in workplace environments. This
divergence suggests TikTok’s environment may alter the psychological impact of Machiavellian tendencies
rather than buffer real-world consequences. Specifically, the platform’s structure could mitigate the affective
outcomes of oftline ostracism through features enabling compensatory use. For instance, the platform’s
anonymity and ephemeral interactions (e.g., fleeting comments, transient trends) provide a low-risk envi-
ronment where manipulative behaviors face reduced immediate social accountability. This may prevent the
negative affective states typically following offline ostracism, while still requiring future research to examine
online behavioral consequences. Thus, while Machiavellianism correlates with ostracism in tangible social
contexts [15], its psychological sequelae may be attenuated through TikTok’s detached, algorithm-driven
environment. This setting facilitates compensatory use, which may reduce the pathway to ostracism.

Psychopathy did not directly predict TikTok addiction (Hypothesis 3 rejected), conflicting with the
network analysis of Wang et al. [11]. They highlighted Psychopathy as a key node in general social media
addiction. However, it positively predicted social ostracism (Hypothesis 4 supported), which mediated
its relationship with addiction (Hypothesis 9 supported). This indirect pathway aligns with the Arslan
and Coskun [18] model, where ostracism drives compensatory social media use. However, it diverges by
identifying Psychopathy as the antecedent, a pathway that has received less attention in the context of
short-video platforms. The lack of a direct Psychopathy-TikTok addiction link may reflect platform-specific
constraints. TikTok’s community guidelines and content moderation (e.g., filtering hate speech, banning
troll accounts) may suppress overtly antisocial behaviors linked to Psychopathy, such as cyberbullying
or harassment, although we did not directly assess behavioral manifestations or platform enforcement
mechanisms. As a result, psychopathic individuals may speculatively channel their impulsivity into passive,
binge-watching behaviors rather than active rule-breaking. This is particularly true in the absence of data
on specific usage patterns (e.g., active vs. passive engagement), which makes their platform use less overtly
“addictive” by traditional metrics. The mediation through social ostracism, noting that ostracism was
assessed in terms of real-world experiences, suggests that psychopathic users’ interpersonal difficulties oftline
(e.g., callousness, poor empathy) provoke exclusion. This exclusion, in turn, drives them to seek solace in
TikToK’s immersive content. This mirrors the findings of Lim [19] on Facebook addiction but introduces
a novel personality-driven mechanism. Unlike Lim’s focus on surveillance use as the mediator, this study
positions Psychopathy as a predisposing factor for ostracism, which then exacerbates addiction. This pathway
has been—underexplored in short-video platform research.



Int ] Ment Health Promot. 2025;27(9) 1345

Narcissism directly predicted TikTok addiction (Hypothesis 5 supported) and social ostracism
(Hypothesis 6 supported), with ostracism further mediating its effect on addiction (Hypothesis 10 sup-
ported). These results align with the emphasis of Wang et al. [11] on Narcissism’s centrality in social
media addiction networks, but extend them by incorporating a platform-specific mediator. The direct effect
underscores TikTok’s unique capacity to gratify narcissistic needs. Features like viral challenges, duets, and
real-time follower metrics provide immediate validation, enabling users to curate a grandiose self-image.
For example, narcissistic individuals may compulsively post content to maintain perceived social status,
driven by the “like’-based reward system on the platform. This mechanism is less salient in text-heavy
platforms like Twitter. The mediation via social ostracism introduces a paradox: while narcissistic users
actively seek admiration, their self-centered behaviors (e.g., dominating conversations, showing off) may
alienate peers in offline contexts, as observed in the study of Huang et al. [15] on school bullying. It should
be noted that while TikTok may serve as a compensatory space for offline rejection, narcissistic behaviors
could also provoke online ostracism through negative feedback or exclusion from digital communities.
This suggests that platform affordances don’t universally prevent social consequences. This exclusion could
intensify their reliance on TikTok as an alternative arena for social validation, creating a feedback loop
where offline rejection fuels online compensatory behavior. Additionally, the current operationalization
primarily reflects grandiose narcissism; future investigations should examine how vulnerable narcissism
might differentially relate to ostracism and compensatory patterns. This dual pathway (direct and indirect)
distinguishes Narcissism from other Dark Triad traits, revealing how narcissistic individuals may rely on
social media to offset real-world interpersonal failures.

It is important to note that the significant bivariate correlations observed between specific Dark Triad
traits (Machiavellianism, Psychopathy) and both TikTok addiction and social ostracism were diminished to
non-significance in SEM. This discrepancy can likely be attributed to the differing analytical methods used.
Bivariate correlations capture the zero-order association between two variables, while SEM paths represent
unique direct effects, estimated by simultaneously accounting for the shared variance among all variables
in the model. The decrease in path coeflicients suggests that the initial bivariate relationships were partially
confounded by the covariance among the Dark Triad traits themselves in the model. The non-significant
direct paths in the SEM indicate that, after statistically controlling for the overlapping variance between
Machiavellianism, Psychopathy, and Narcissism, none of these traits have an independent direct effect on
TikTok addiction or social ostracism in this model. This pattern emphasizes the importance of considering
multivariate context. It highlights that the apparent associations observed in isolation may reflect broader
shared underlying mechanisms or suppression effects among the predictors, which emerge when examining
their joint influence. This indicates that the collective constellation of the Dark Triad plays a more critical
role in predicting the outcomes within this framework than any single trait’s unique contribution.

In summary, the findings suggest that social media addiction mechanisms may not generalize uniformly
across platforms [10,11]. Three TikTok-specific affordances could potentially explain these divergences.
First, TikTok’s “For You” page appears to reduce user agency in content discovery, privileging engagement
metrics over social networking. This design may reduce opportunities for Machiavellianism’s strategic
utility while potentially constraining psychopathic antisocial expression and amplifying narcissistic visibility.
Second, short video formats might discourage sustained interaction, potentially limiting Machiavellian users’
capacity to cultivate manipulative relationships or psychopathic users’ engagement in prolonged harassment.
Third, TikTok’s emphasis on aesthetics and performance could facilitate narcissistic self-presentation,
whereas text-centric platforms (e.g., Reddit) may favor other traits like intellectual expression. Notably, while
Montag and Markett [9] linked neuroticism to TikTok addiction via depression-driven scrolling, this study’s
correlational data suggests Dark Triad traits might operate through distinct pathways tied to self-presentation
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(narcissism) and impulsive coping (psychopathy). Collectively, these platform-contingent patterns highlight
the need to move beyond “one-size-fits-all” models of social media addiction.

6 Theoretical and Practical Implications

This study provides new insights by offering a systematic investigation of Dark Triad mechanisms
on short-video platforms. Our exploratory results suggest that TikTok’s design may influence these traits
in distinct ways: Narcissism seems linked to both direct and ostracism-mediated pathways to addic-
tion, Psychopathy shows indirect effects via ostracism, while Machiavellianism did not exhibit significant
relationships. These platform-specific patterns challenge the assumption that the Dark Triad has uniform
effects across different social media platforms [10,11].

From a theoretical perspective, our findings tentatively suggest that TikTok may be more favorable for
narcissistic self-presentation compared to other strategies like manipulative behavior (Machiavellianism)
or antisocial behavior (Psychopathy), though this interpretation requires further validation. Cross-platform
comparisons could provide valuable insights by exploring how similar behaviors are manifested on TikTok
vs. image-based platforms such as Instagram. Experimental studies examining how specific platform features
influence the expression of traits could further strengthen causal inferences. It is important to note that
the dual-pathway model of narcissism proposed in this study should be interpreted with caution, as it was
not formally tested against competing mediation models. Longitudinal research could help confirm these
preliminary findings.

From a practical standpoint, the implications of this research should be approached cautiously. Platform
developers might consider interventions such as adjustable algorithm transparency to disrupt cycles of
compulsive validation-seeking. Educational programs could help adolescents recognize maladaptive coping
mechanisms that link social exclusion to compensatory platform use. However, clinical applications remain
speculative until future research can determine whether improving social skills can effectively reduce
experiences of ostracism among at-risk users in both offline and online settings.

7 Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Several important limitations warrant consideration. The cross-sectional design precludes causal claims
regarding the observed relationships, particularly the mediation pathways involving social ostracism. The
exclusive reliance on self-report measures raises concerns about shared-method variance potentially inflat-
ing observed associations, especially for socially sensitive traits where participants may self-censor. Our
sample of 18-25-year-old Chinese university students further limits generalizability to other demographic
groups and cultural contexts. Methodologically, measuring Psychopathy and Narcissism as unidimensional
constructs may obscure differential relationships across subtypes (e.g., grandiose vs. vulnerable Narcissism).
Besides, the use of the Dirty Dozen scale, which has been criticized for its brevity by Jones and Paulhus [44]
(only 4 items per trait), potentially oversimplifying Dark Triad constructs and compromising discriminant
validity. Moreover, the Bergen scale’s origins in general social media addiction research may inadequately
capture TikTok-specific behavioral patterns [39].

These limitations naturally inform priorities for future research. Longitudinal designs should examine
temporal sequences, particularly whether offline ostracism precedes compensatory TikTok use. Multi-
method approaches combining behavioral tracking with qualitative interviews could mitigate self-report
biases while exploring how trait expressions manifest in-platform. Expanding sampling diversity across
cultures and age groups would strengthen generalizability. Critically, future work should investigate online
ostracism dynamics, exploring whether dark traits provoke exclusion through digital mechanisms like
unfollowing or negative feedback. It should also examine how such online rejection influences subsequent
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platform engagement. Besides, disaggregating Psychopathy and Narcissism into validated subdimen-
sions would clarify component-specific pathways. Moreover, developing platform-specific addiction scales
remains essential for short-video contexts.

8 Conclusions

This study provides a comprehensive examination of how Dark Triad traits relate to TikTok addiction,
shedding light on platform-specific relationships between personality and behavior. The findings suggest
Narcissism is significantly associated with addictive patterns through observed direct connections and
compensatory pathways potentially linking offline ostracism to platform engagement. Notably, Narcissism
not only correlates with TikTok addiction but may also relate to increased platform validation-seeking
following social exclusion, pointing to a cyclical pattern worthy of further investigation. Psychopathy,
meanwhile, demonstrates indirect associations with addiction via social ostracism, hinting that its antisocial
tendencies could manifest as compensatory use within TikTok’s environment. In contrast, Machiavellian-
ism showed no significant relationships with addiction, implying that TikTok’s algorithmic curation and
ephemeral interactions might limit opportunities for strategic social behaviors typically associated with
this trait. Collectively, these patterns highlight how platform architectures may differentially moderate
dark personality expressions, advancing context-sensitive understanding of social media addiction and
underscoring the need for tailored intervention approaches.
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Appendix A

Table Al: Items for the three measures

The dark triad (12 Items)

Machiavellianism

I tend to manipulate others to get my way.

Fe I BT L BRI M ASRIE A H L

I have used deceit or lied to get my way.

Fe iz I T Bl 5 R SE 0 B 2 B
I have used flattery to get my way.

Fo I 2R M LIRS R R S5 R

I tend to exploit others towards my own end.

Felir AR M ARELELE OB iR
Psychopathy

I tend to lack remorse.

HOH LU

I tend to be unconcerned with the morality of my actions.
FAKKER B AT HRET A BT

I tend to be callous or insensitive.

P o R B TC TR B B FIRAS

I tend to be cynical.

FAELERFA RIS A

Narcissism

I tend to want others to admire me.

Hoim BE 2 AR

I tend to want others to pay attention to me.
HIAE A AR AT

I tend to seek prestige or status.

HHR TR B 5L

I tend to expect special favors from others.

A EMNLE T H ORI

Social ostracism (5 items)

1. I feel like I'm part of a group or community.

FEAE H o — MR B X A —HR 2

2. My opinions are respected when I have my say in my community.
YA X PR LR I, TR E 2 B S

3.1 feel safe in my community.

FAEFHIFEIX AR 2 2

4. I know the rules in my community, and I can fit in with them.

o T AL BN, H B REBR A .

5.1 am able to get support from family or friends when I need it.

= P 2L BT, BEREDS MR N B AR LIRS SCFF.

(Continued)
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Table Al (continued)

TikTok addiction (6 items)

I spend a lot of time thinking about or planning how to use TikTok.
FHHAC T KT (R B A0 Tl
I feel an urge to use TikTok more and more.
PR B O REHE REE S A A
I use TikTok to forget about personal problems.
Cz EBIRPHE R T 5 DAL,
I have tried to cut down on my use of TikTok without success.
Fe ZART R DB IR H], (B RE L.
I get troubled when I am prohibited from using TikTok.
BRI RRIRLE, TSR,
I use TikTok too much, which negatively impacts me.

FFHE IR, X0 =2 T AN B

Table A2: Model fit of the three measures

Measures y*/df (<5) CFI(>0.9) TLI(>0.9) RMSEA (<0.08) SRMR (<0.08)

Dirty dozen 3.397 0.963 0.948 0.075 0.056
Social 4.404 0.989 0.971 0.051 0.020
ostracism scale
Bergen social 2.725 0.993 0.984 0.064 0.020
media

addiction scale

Note: We utilized AMOS 24 to perform Confirmatory Factor Analyses (CFAs) to assess the model fit of
the three scales employed in our study. According to Hu and Bentler [40], the following criteria are used
for determining acceptable model fit: ledf< 5, CFI > 0.90, TLI > 0.90, RMSEA < 0.08, and SRMR < 0.08.
Based on the results in Table A2, the three scales in our study demonstrated an acceptable model fit.
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