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Purpose: The objective of this study is to investigate the underlying mechanism connecting internet addiction and academic anxiety, 
with the aim of assisting higher education professionals and administrators in developing comprehensive solutions to effectively 
mitigate the systemic risks associated with these issues.
Patients and Methods: This study utilizes the smart data collection instrument of Wenjuanxing to gather data from 270 Chinese 
college students through an online questionnaire survey. Through building and analyzing a structural equation model that consists of 
four latent variables, such as internet addiction, relational psychological contract, transactional psychological contract, and academic 
anxiety. The study analyzed the fundamental characteristics of the transformation mechanism of Internet addiction and academic 
anxiety. It specifically focused on conducting a mediating effects test of the psychological contract variable to validate the significant 
role of both relational psychological contract and transactional psychological contract in this transformation mechanism.
Results: First, the study found that internet addiction (β=0.094; p=0.179) cannot directly impact academic anxiety. It can only 
influence academic anxiety through the mediating effects of the relational psychological contract (β=0.088; p=0.022) and the 
transactional psychological contract (β=0.123; p=0.003), with the latter having a more significant impact. Second, the destructive 
effect of Internet addiction on relational psychological contracts (β=−0.496; p<0.001) is greater than that on transactional psycholo-
gical contracts (β=−0.476; p<0.001). Third, compared to the weakening of the relational psychological contract (β=−0.177; p=0.017), 
the weakening of the transactional psychological contract (β=−0.258; p=0.001) has a more significant impact on college students’ 
academic anxiety.
Conclusion: This study shows that the weakening of the corresponding psychological contract is the key link for the development of 
Internet addiction into academic anxiety. Stabilizing the psychological contracts at the psychological level of college students can help 
suppress the vicious transformation process from internet addiction to academic anxiety, ensuring students’ mental health and reducing 
systemic risks in educational work.
Keywords: internet addiction, academic anxiety, customer satisfaction, relational psychological contract, transactional psychological 
contract

Introduction
For a considerable period of time, the intertwined relationship between internet addiction and academic anxiety has been 
closely linked to various detrimental behaviors and negative outcomes.1–4 These consequences include reduced engage-
ment in learning,1 ineffective time management,3 academic underperformance,2 heightened stress levels,2 and even the 
development of certain mental disorders.5,6 Consequently, the risks associated with educational endeavors have witnessed 
a significant escalation.3,7 Notably, the COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated the adoption of online learning,8 especially 
within higher education institutions in China.9,10 This shift has placed a greater reliance on the internet for academic 
activities,11 thereby exacerbating the problem of internet addiction and compounding the issue of academic anxiety.8,9 
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Consequently, there exists an immediate imperative to undertake a comprehensive and systematic study aimed at 
addressing these two challenges. The concerns surrounding these issues are particularly prominent among professionals 
in higher education, who are actively seeking solutions while mitigating associated risks.6,8,9

However, previous studies have predominantly treated internet addiction and academic anxiety as separate 
phenomena.12–14 These studies primarily focused on identifying,12,13 measuring,13,14 and describing specific aspects of 
each issue,14 without fully exploring their potential correlations. Consequently, the interconnections between these two 
problems have largely been overlooked. Although these studies have provided valuable insights,12–14 they have not made 
significant contributions to addressing the systemic risks associated with internet addiction and academic anxiety, 
impeding the development of comprehensive strategies to effectively manage them.

To bridge this gap, the present study aims to investigate the underlying mechanism behind the transition from internet 
addiction to academic anxiety. Its primary objective is to aid higher education professionals and administrators in devising 
comprehensive solutions that effectively manage the systemic risks associated with these issues and promote the academic 
success of college students. To achieve this objective, the study focuses on examining the mediating effect of the 
psychological contract between students and their schools. The psychological contract, recognized as a classic measure 
of relationship closeness between employees and organizations,15–18 can also serve as an effective indicator of the 
intangible relationship quality between students and schools.19–21 Furthermore, it is closely linked to individual psycho-
logical changes and behavioral tendencies in students.21,22 Drawing upon the psychological contract theory,15,23,24 the study 
proposes a theoretical framework with corresponding hypotheses. This framework incorporates internet addiction as the 
independent variable and academic anxiety as the dependent variable, thereby establishing a model of psychological 
mechanisms. The explanatory power of this model is validated through data analysis conducted on Chinese college 
students. Based on the findings, the study further engages in an in-depth discussion and provides recommendations.

Through the undertaking of this study, the proposed model of psychological mechanisms aims to contribute to a more 
comprehensive understanding of the transition from internet addiction to academic anxiety. The findings hold the 
potential to be particularly relevant to risk management in the field of education, offering practical insights and guidance 
for the development of comprehensive strategies that enhance college students’ mental health and academic success.

Literature Review and Hypotheses
Psychological contract theory has been widely used in management and organization studies literature,16,18,25 but the use 
of this theory in the context of higher education is much sparser.22 In light of this, the present study aims to bridge this 
gap by establishing a theoretical framework that specifically delves into the formation and influence processes of the 
psychological contract within educational settings. The primary objective is to verify the applicability of this theory in 
the context of higher education. By doing so, the study seeks to shed light on the dynamics of the psychological contract 
and its potential impact on the relationship between internet addiction and academic anxiety. Existing research suggests 
that internet addiction can lead individuals to become overly reliant on the virtual online environment,3,14,26 resulting in 
a sense of disconnection from real-life experiences.3,27,28 Specifically for college students, as internet addiction 
intensifies, individuals may become psychologically detached from their real-life and learning environments.6,29 

Consequently, this detachment weakens the psychological contract between college students and their affiliated organiza-
tions (universities), eroding their sense of belonging, achievement, and confidence in the long-term benefits from these 
organizations.30 As a result, it can lead to varying degrees of academic anxiety. In this chapter, the study focuses on 
exploring the potential connections between the following concepts, aiming to initiate a comprehensive and systematic 
discussion of the problem.

Internet Addiction
In recent years, the rapid development of technology has led to the pervasive use of the internet, making it an 
indispensable part of modern life.12,14,27 While the internet has undoubtedly brought numerous benefits, it has also 
given rise to a concerning phenomenon known as internet addiction.12 Internet addiction refers to an excessive and 
compulsive use of the internet that interferes with daily activities and negatively impacts various aspects of an 
individual’s life,12,29 including their academic performance,29 social interactions,3,27 12 and mental health.3,27,31,32 
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Among the various groups affected by internet addiction, college students are particularly vulnerable.6,27 With easy 
access to the internet and the increasing reliance on digital platforms for academic and social purposes,33 college students 
often find themselves spending excessive amounts of time online, engaging in activities such as gaming, social media, 
and online shopping,14 which have a number of negative effects on their studies and personal lives.6,34

This study argues that one of the most significant negative impacts of internet addiction on students is the 
manifestation of academic anxiety.3,27 As students become increasingly engrossed in their online activities, they may 
neglect their academic responsibilities,35 leading to poor time management, decreased concentration, and a decline in 
overall academic performance.27,29 Moreover, the constant distractions and instant gratification provided by the internet 
can impair students’ ability to focus and engage in effective studying, further exacerbating their academic anxiety.3,29 

The pressure to meet academic expectations combined with the addictive nature of the internet can create a vicious cycle, 
where increased anxiety leads to increased internet use, perpetuating the problem.3 Particularly in the current context of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, college students are forced to rely more on the internet to fulfill their academic requirements, 
exacerbating the aforementioned issues.34,36 In view of this, it is the focus of this paper to discuss the potential linkage 
mechanism of these two problems, and the core of this linkage mechanism is psychological contract.

Psychological Contract
Psychological contract is a common topic in organizational psychology and a key link between internet addiction and 
academic anxiety in the framework of this study. In previous research, the concept of psychological contracts has gained 
significant attention as it pertains to the mutual expectations and obligations between individuals and the organizations to 
which they belong.16,18,37 Psychological contracts are characterized by the unwritten, implicit agreements that exist 
between individuals and the organization, encompassing reciprocal expectations, obligations, and perceived fairness in 
the employment relationship.37–39 When examining the context of higher education, college students also develop their 
own psychological contracts with their educational institutions.21,22 These psychological contracts can be classified into 
two main categories: relational psychological contracts and transactional psychological contracts. While the former 
emphasizes implicit, trust-based expectations and social factors,18,38,39 it represents the students’ commitment and 
recognition of the stable relationship between themselves and the school. The latter focuses on explicit, exchange- 
based obligations and tangible rewards,38–40 which means that students expect to receive benefits from the school.

The transactional psychological contract elucidates the explicit expectations and obligations between individuals and 
their affiliated organization.37,38 Grounded in an social exchange theory perspective,18,39,41 the transactional psycholo-
gical contract centers on the notion of a quid pro quo relationship where organizational members contribute their skills, 
time, and effort in exchange for tangible rewards and invisible benefits, such as job security.37 It encompasses the formal 
agreements, policies, and explicit obligations outlined in employment contracts, job descriptions, and performance 
expectations. This conceptualization clarifies the transactional nature of the contractual relationship between individuals 
and organizations, emphasizing the stability of this implicit contract based on explicit benefits.24,38 Employees expect fair 
treatment, equitable compensation, and adherence to agreed-upon terms.37 Similarly, students expect certain explicit 
gains or rewards, such as grades, certifications, and improved employability. The transactional psychological contract 
highlights the importance of clarity, communication, and the fulfillment of contractual obligations to maintain organiza-
tional member satisfaction, trust, and commitment.23,37 Moreover, it underscores the significance of organizational justice 
and the fulfillment of promised rewards in shaping organizational members’ perceptions of the psychological 
contract.15,18

Unlike the transactional psychological contract, which focuses on explicit and tangible obligations,23,37 the relational 
psychological contract places emphasis on the implicit, often unwritten obligations that arise from the employment 
relationship.19,42 This conceptualization acknowledges the critical role of trust, fairness, and mutual respect in promoting 
enduring employment relationships.23 The relational psychological contract recognizes that employees form a set of 
beliefs and expectations about how their investments in their employing organizations will be reciprocated.15 These 
investments may include loyalty, commitment, and discretionary effort.15,38 Additionally, it acknowledges the influence 
of social and interpersonal factors, such as supervisor support and coworker relationships, on shaping individuals’ 
perceptions of their psychological contract.23 In the educational environment, the relational psychological contract 
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focuses on developing long-term, trusting relationships between students and their educational institutions.19,21 This 
contract emphasizes aspects such as invisible support, mentoring, and opportunities for personal growth. Understanding 
and managing the relational psychological contract have implications for fostering student satisfaction and creating 
a conducive learning environment.21,22

However, under the influence of internet addiction, these psychological contracts may undergo changes. Firstly, 
excessive internet use and addiction can weaken an individual’s sense of belonging to the real world, and thus disrupt the 
individual-institution trusting relationships.3 In an educational environment, students may have doubts about their ability 
to maintain a long-term relationship with the school and, as a result, miss out on opportunities for growth.34 This means 
that internet addiction has a significant destructive effect on relational psychological contracts. As the sense of belonging 
to the school weakens, students may also decrease their expectations of obtaining relevant resources from the 
institution.27,29 This implies that internet addiction can significantly impact transactional psychological contracts. 
Based on this information, we propose the following hypotheses:

H1. Internet addiction has a negative impact on relational psychological contract.

H2. Internet addiction has a negative impact on transactional psychological contract.

Understanding the changes in psychological contracts under the influence of internet addiction is crucial for higher 
education practitioners and policymakers. By recognizing the shifts in these contracts, interventions can be developed to 
restore a healthy balance and promote holistic student development.

Academic Anxiety
Academic anxiety, characterized by feelings of apprehension, worry, and stress related to academic tasks, evaluations, 
and achievements,1,2,4 has been recognized as a significant concern in educational risk research,4,7 along with internet 
addiction.3,6 Among college students, academic anxiety is a prevalent psychological condition that can have profound 
effects on their academic performance,43 mental health,44 and overall educational experience.3,7 The numerous academic 
demands faced by students, such as coursework, exams, presentations, and deadlines, along with the high expectations 
placed upon them, contribute to the development of academic anxiety.1 Consequently, students may exhibit symptoms 
such as excessive worry, difficulty concentrating, perfectionism, fear of failure, and self-doubt, significantly hindering 
their ability to perform at their best.45,46

Previous research suggests that the causes of academic anxiety in college students are multifaceted. Factors such as 
fear of failure, self-imposed high standards, excessive workload, time management challenges, and the competitive 
academic environment all contribute to the development and exacerbation of academic anxiety.4,7,46 Furthermore, the 
recent shift to online learning and the disruptive effects of the pandemic have introduced additional stressors,47 such as 
isolation, lack of face-to-face interaction,9,10 and the resulting deep internet addiction,48,49 which further amplify 
academic anxiety among college students.46,50 This study aims to illuminate the complex relationship between internet 
addiction and academic anxiety in college students. The basic premise is to determine whether there is a direct 
connection between these two variables. Consequently, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H3. Internet addiction has a significant impact on academic anxiety.

It is worth noting that, against the backdrop of the pandemic, the learning environment for college students has 
rapidly transitioned to an online setting, often forcing them to leave the campus and engage in academic activities from 
their homes.9,10 This abrupt shift can have detrimental effects on the psychological contract between students and their 
educational institutions, specifically within the realm of the relational psychological contract. The corresponding 
weakening of the psychological contract implies that college students have lower expectations for the long-term 
relationship between themselves and the school.21,22 Consequently, they may have reduced confidence in receiving 
invisible support, guidance, and other growth opportunities from the institution. These additional pressures are 
a significant cause of academic anxiety.51 To test this proposition, the study presents the following hypothesis.
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H4. Relational psychological contract has a negative impact on academic anxiety.

Moreover, the weakening of the transactional psychological contract has implications for college students. It under-
mines their explicit commitments and expectations regarding tangible benefits they anticipate from the educational 
institution,19 such as academic achievements, graduation credentials, and employability skills.24 When these anticipated 
benefits are hard to fulfill as expected, it inevitably results in increased psychological pressure and heightened academic 
anxiety among individual students.1,2 The disparity between what students had hoped to achieve and the actual outcomes 
creates a sense of disappointment and added stress, negatively impacting their overall well-being and academic 
performance.4,44 In view of this, the following hypothesis is proposed.

H5. Transactional psychological contract has a negative impact on academic anxiety.

The aforementioned discussion highlights the detrimental impact of internet addiction on the psychological contract 
between college students and their educational institutions, ultimately leading to the development of academic anxiety. 
This implies that the psychological contract, as an intangible set of expectations and commitments,37,52 is significantly 
influenced by behavior characters in the virtual environment,53,54 such as internet addiction. Conversely, it also has 
a direct influence on behavior characters in the real environment,30,55 such as academic anxiety. Therefore, the 
psychological contract can be viewed as an important mediating factor between internet addiction and academic anxiety. 
It serves as a bridge between these two phenomena, demonstrating the intricate relationship between virtual behaviors 
and real-world consequences. Understanding the role of the psychological contract in this context is essential for 
comprehending the underlying dynamics and developing strategies to address the adverse effects of internet addiction 
on students’ well-being and academic performance. In view of this, the following hypotheses are proposed.

H6. Relational psychological contract plays a mediating role in the relationship between internet addiction and academic 
anxiety.

H7. Transactional psychological contract plays a mediating role in the relationship between internet addiction and 
academic anxiety.

Research Design
Conceptual Model
As depicted in Figure 1, this study utilizes the psychological contract theory to establish a conceptual model that 
examines the relationships among internet addiction, relational psychological contract, transactional psychological 
contract, and academic anxiety. In this model, internet addiction is considered the independent variable, academic 
anxiety as the dependent variable, and relational/transactional psychological contracts as the mediating variables.

Survey Samples
The study began with a pre-test to establish the validity and reliability of the questionnaire.56 A group of 30 respondents 
provided feedback on the questionnaire’s wording, relevance, and suggested corrections. Confirmatory factor analysis 
and Cronbach’s reliability were employed to assess the pre-test results. As a result, one item from the internet addiction 
and two items from the transactional psychological contract were removed. As presented in Table 1 and Table 2, the final 
questionnaire comprised 3 demographic questions and 17 concept measurement items. To minimize common method 
bias and enhance the survey’s reliability, certain measures were implemented. These included using antisense inquiry 
questions, incorporating temporal and psychological distance when measuring target variables,38 and eliminating 
ambiguities in item meanings.57,58 This study utilizes the smart data collection instrument of Wenjuanxing to gather 
data through an online questionnaire survey. The primary data for the survey was collected in September 2022 from 
students at eleven universities and colleges in China. A total of 292 students participated, and after excluding 22 invalid 
questionnaires, 270 valid questionnaires were accepted and used for subsequent analysis.
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Constructs Measures
Drawing upon prior research, slight modifications were made to the measurement items in order to accommodate the target 
population.58 Respondents were required to provide responses using a five-level Likert scale, where 5 indicated full approval and 
1 represented full disagreement. As illustrated in Table 1, we utilized 7 items to measure internet addiction, 4 items to assess 
relational psychological contract, 3 items to gauge transactional psychological contract, and 3 items to evaluate academic anxiety.

Sample Description
The demographic characteristics of the respondents are outlined in Table 2. Among the participants, 128 individuals 
(47.1%) identify as female, while 142 individuals (52.6%) identify as male. The majority of respondents (68.9%) are 

Table 1 Measurement Instruments

Construct and Items Previous Literature

Internet Addiction (IA) Qian et al, 201927

Feel preoccupied with the Internet (think about previous on-line activity or anticipate next on-line session).

Feel the need to use the Internet with increasing amounts of time in order to achieve satisfaction.

Repeatedly tried to control, reduce, or stop accessing the Internet, but without success.

Feel restless, moody, depressed, or irritable when attempting to cut down or stop Internet use.

Stay on-line longer than originally intended.

Jeopardized or risked the loss of significant relationship, job, educational or career opportunity because of the Internet.

Use the Internet as a way of escaping from problems or of relieving a dysphoric mood (eg, feelings of helplessness, guilt, 

anxiety, depression).

Relational Psychological Contracts (RPC) Bordia et al, 2019;21 

Liu et al, 202138

I feel like part of a team in this school.

I expect to grow in this school.

I want to establish a long-term relationship with the school and actively promote it.

I commit myself personally to this school.

(Continued)

Figure 1 Conceptual Model and Hypothesis.
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science majors. The total sample for the survey includes 91 (33.7%) freshmen, 51 (18.9%) sophomores, 67 (24.8%) 
juniors, and 61 (22.6%) seniors or above.

Data Analyses
Firstly, the SmartPLS 3.3 was used to analyze the collected data for this research, with the aim of evaluating the 
reliability and validity of the measurements. Moreover, SmartPLS 3.3 utilizes the Partial Least Squares (PLS) approach 
to enable the simultaneous estimation of both predictive and explanatory models.59 This methodology helps to avoid 
unacceptable solutions and indeterminate factors.60 Meanwhile, PLS is well-suited for examining complex relationships 
within the research framework,61,62 as is the case in this study.

Convergent Validity and Reliability
To evaluate these measures, the study utilized composite reliability (CR) and average variance extracted (AVE), as shown 
in Table 3. The CR values for all latent variables exceeded 0.70, while the AVE values were above 0.50. This suggests 
that the variables under consideration account for over 50% of the observed variances in the items.62 Furthermore, the 
constructs in the model demonstrated high internal consistency and reproducibility, as evidenced by Cronbach’s alpha 
(CA) coefficients exceeding 0.7 for each variable. Moreover, the factor loadings for all items ranged from 0.723 to 0.870, 

Table 1 (Continued). 

Construct and Items Previous Literature

Transactional Psychological Contracts (TPC) Bordia et al, 2019;21 

Liu et al, 202138

I am under no obligation to remain with this school for my academics.

I participate in school to obtain the knowledge I need and be qualified for my future job.

I only perform specific duties that I had agreed to when I joined school.

Academic Anxieties (AA) Zeng et al, 2022;43 

Jia et al, 202144

I am anxious about the final exam.

I feel anxious during class.

Learning after class makes me anxious.

Table 2 Demographic Description of Sample

Measure Items Frequency Percentage

Gender Male 142 52.6

Female 128 47.1

Grade Grade 1 91 33.7

Grade 2 51 18.9

Grade 3 67 24.8

Grade 4 and above 61 22.6

Major Category Liberal arts 84 31.1

Sciences 186 68.9

Note: n=270.
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indicating strong convergent validity. This ensures the convergent validity and reliability of all constructs within the 
measurement model.57

Common Method Bias Test
The study acknowledges the potential presence of common-method variance due to the use of self-reported data.63 To 
assess the extent of this bias, Harman’s single-factor test, a widely adopted method for addressing common method bias, 
was conducted. The results revealed that the cumulative extraction sums of squared loadings for the single factor 
accounted for only 38.8% of the variance. The impact of common method bias is found to be insignificant.

Discriminant Validity of Constructs
This study conducted an analysis to assess the discriminant validity of the measurement constructs. The examination 
involved calculating the correlations between the constructs and comparing them with the square root of the average 
variance extracted (AVE) for each construct. The results, as presented in Table 4, confirm the presence of discriminant 
validity. Specifically, the square root of the AVE for each construct was found to be greater than the correlation 
coefficients between that construct and other constructs. This indicates that the measurement constructs are distinct 
and not highly correlated with each other.47,62 Consequently, the study’s findings support the discriminant validity of the 
measurement model, indicating that the constructs are measuring unique aspects of the research variables.

Table 3 Test Results of Internal Reliability and Convergent Validity

Items Construct Loadings VIF CA CR AVE

ia1 Internet Addiction (IA) 0.783 1.917 0.883 0.909 0.588

ia2 0.723 2.085

ia3 0.776 2.386

ia4 0.794 2.450

ia5 0.769 1.997

ia6 0.785 2.481

ia7 0.733 1.778

rpc1 Relational Psychological  
Contracts (RPC)

0.811 1.779 0.858 0.904 0.702

rpc2 0.851 2.109

rpc3 0.814 2.021

rpc4 0.874 2.443

tpc1 Transactional Psychological  

Contracts (TPC)

0.858 1.794 0.829 0.897 0.745

tpc2 0.862 1.869

tpc3 0.847 1.777

aa1 Academic Anxieties (AA) 0.857 2.001 0.817 0.891 0.732

aa2 0.862 1.869

aa3 0.870 1.844

Abbreviations: CA, Cronbach’s alpha; CR, composite reliability; AVE, average variance extracted; VIF, Variance inflation factor.
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Structural Model Results
The study initially checked the potential collinearity problems in samples, and found that all variance inflation factor 
(VIF) values were below the threshold of 5.00. This indicates that collinearity did not impact the structural model.64 

Additionally, SmartPLS provided the R2 values for each dependent variable.61 The R2 for relational psychological 
contracts (RPC) was 0.468, explaining 46.8% of the observed variation. For transactional psychological contracts (TPC), 
the R2 was 0.434, explaining 43.4% of the variation. Lastly, the R2 for academic anxieties (AA) was 0.384, explaining 
38.4% of the variation. These findings indicate that the structural model had satisfactory explanatory power.

The PLS algorithm analysis revealed a significant positive path coefficient between internet addiction (IA) and 
relational psychological contracts (RPC). Additionally, a bootstrapping procedure was employed to further validate the 
significance of the path coefficient. The results presented in Table 5 display the path coefficient, significance level, 
p-value, t-value, and the corresponding 95% bias-corrected and accelerated bootstrap confidence interval. The direct 
effect (β=−0.496; p<0.001) was found to be significant, providing support for hypothesis H1. Conversely, hypothesis H2 
is rejected. This is because the path coefficient (β=0.094; p=0.179) corresponding to this hypothesis is not significant. 
Similarly, hypothesis H2, H4 and H5 are supported.

In addition, Table 5 reveals that internet addiction (IA) has a relatively significant indirect effect on academic 
anxieties (AA) via relational psychological contracts (RPC), Hypothesis H6 is supported. Similarly, hypothesis H7 is 
supported. In this study, the mediating role of reveals that relational psychological contracts (RPC) and transactional 

Table 5 Effect Coefficient and Hypothesis Testing

Structural Path Path Coefficient t-value p-value Confidence Interval Hypothesis Result

2.5% 97.5%

Direct Effects

IA -> RPC −0.496 12.041 0.000 −0.582 −0.419 H1, supported

IA -> TPC −0.476 10.986 0.000 −0.563 −0.394 H2, supported

IA -> AA 0.094 1.343 0.179 −0.045 0.226 H3, rejected

RPC -> AA −0.177 2.377 0.017 −0.317 −0.025 H4, supported

TPC -> AA −0.258 3.361 0.001 −0.406 −0.108 H5, supported

Mediation Effects

IA-> RPC -> AA 0.088 2.284 0.022 0.012 0.166 H6, supported

IA -> TPC -> AA 0.123 2.973 0.003 0.049 0.209 H7, supported

Notes: R2 (RPC) = 0.46.8, R2 (TPC)= 0.43.4, R2 (AA)= 0.384; Bootstrapping based on 5000 subsamples.

Table 4 Correlations (Squared Correlations), Reliability, 
and AVE

Construct AA IA RPC TPC

AA 0.856

IA 0.305 0.767

RPC −0.354 −0.496 0.838

TPC −0.392 −0.476 0.506 0.863

Notes: All the cross-construct correlation coefficients were statistically sig-
nificant (p<0.001); diagonal elements (bold) are the square roots of AVEs.
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psychological contracts (TPC) is confirmed, and the role of transactional psychological contracts (TPC) (β=0.123; 
p=0.003) is greater than that of relational psychological contracts (RPC) (β=0.088; p=0.022).

Discussion
On the whole, this study analyzed in detail the mechanism of influence of internet addiction on academic anxiety of 
college students under the mediation of two different psychological contracts. At the same time, the potential relationship 
between different variables was explored in depth and the following conclusions were drawn.

Firstly, this study finds that internet addiction has a significant negative impact on the psychological contract between 
college students and their schools. The results of this study once again verified the destructive effect of internet addiction 
on the existing relationship between individuals and affiliated organizations in the real environment.3,34 And the 
psychological mechanism of destruction is further clarified. This study believes that under the background of frequent 
quarantine, college students’ campus feelings have suffered great damage.34,36 The campus environment, which used to 
be the social foundation and spiritual sustenance, is easily replaced by the virtual network environment.27,48 This is the 
inevitable consequence of overusing the internet.26 Because the Internet can provide enough or even excessive social and 
entertainment resources,3 it is easier to attract the attention of people, especially young people, and become an effective 
spiritual place for them,6,35 thus weakening their existing ties with the affiliated organizations. This finding should attract 
the attention of higher education practitioners and relevant researchers, and can be used as the theoretical basis for the 
formulation of corresponding risk control strategies.

Secondly, this study reveals that internet addiction has a greater impact on relational psychological contracts than on 
transactional psychological contracts. The findings indicate that individuals’ expectations and commitments of establishing 
a stable relationship with the organization are more susceptible to the influence of internet addiction compared to their 
psychological expectations of long-term benefits derived from organizational affiliation. It can be argued that, within the 
context of the pandemic, the detrimental effects of internet addiction on the psychological contract between college students 
and their school primarily manifest as a weakening of expectations for a long-term relationship, rather than expectations of 
benefits derived from this relationship. To a certain extent, this also illustrates that agreements based on self-interest 
exchange between individuals and their affiliated organizations are more stable and less susceptible to external factors.24,38 

Even though these unwritten, implicit agreements are only manifested at the psychological level.37–39 This conclusion not 
only reaffirms the stability of the social exchange relationship as found in previous research,38,41 but it also makes 
a significant contribution to the comparative study of different psychological contracts.

Thirdly, the research findings indicate that both relational and transactional psychological contracts have a significant 
negative impact on academic anxiety. Notably, the impact of transactional psychological contracts exceeds that of 
relational psychological contracts by a significant margin. This indicates that a breakdown in a secure psychological 
connection with the educational institution can lead to academic anxiety.4 But the feelings of disillusionment and a sense 
of loss, stemming from the perception that the promised long-term benefits of attending school are not being realized,4,44 

have a more significant impact on college students’ academic anxiety.1 These factors are the primary catalysts behind the 
heightened levels of anxiety experienced by students. In contrast, students’ long-term expectations and commitments of 
their relationship with the school have only a lesser impact. This result, once again, reinforces the significance of 
transactional psychological contracts based on long-term interests from the opposite perspective, as compared to 
the second conclusion above.

Finally, this study confirms two pathways that link Internet addiction and academic anxiety by analyzing the 
mediating role of the psychological contract. The findings indicate that internet addiction cannot directly impact 
academic anxiety. Instead, it can only influence academic anxiety through the mediating effects of the relational 
psychological contract and the transactional psychological contract, with the latter having a more significant impact. 
The findings provide a summary for the discussion of the potential relationship between Internet addiction and academic 
anxiety in previous studies.3,4 It can be argued that internet addiction can worsen academic anxiety by diminishing 
students’ commitment to individual-school relationships and their expectations of benefits from school. Ultimately, this 
can have a negative impact on their mental health and academic performance.6,34 In this process, the weakening of the 
expectation of shared interests plays a more important intermediary role. This finding not only systematically elucidates 
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the mechanism connecting internet addiction and academic anxiety but also provides a theoretical breakthrough for 
effectively preventing the transition from internet addiction to academic anxiety.

Research Implications
From a theoretical standpoint, this study presents a model that establishes a mechanism for the psychological transfor-
mation from internet addiction to academic anxiety, with the psychological contract as the central component. This model 
aims to provide a more comprehensive and systematic understanding of how internet addiction influences the experience 
of academic anxiety among college students. It helps to delve deeper into the potential characteristics of internet 
addiction and academic anxiety. In contrast to traditional studies that examine these two issues in isolation,12–14 this 
study highlights their correlation, allowing for a better understanding of the systemic risk associated with them,3,7 

particularly in the context of the epidemic. Furthermore, this research expands the application of psychological contract 
theory and offers novel perspectives on resolving inherent issues within the field of higher education by confirming the 
mediating role of the psychological contract.

In terms of practical management, this study clarifies two distinct paths through which internet addiction influences 
academic anxiety and outlined a complete framework of psychological contract. These findings provide a deeper 
understanding of the negative impact of internet addiction and certain factors contributing to academic anxiety among 
college students. Meanwhile, they are also helpful for higher education practitioners to comprehensively monitor the 
potential link between internet addiction and academic anxiety, enhancing their ability to manage related systemic risks. 
Particularly, considering the key role emphasized in the research results regarding two types of psychological contracts, 
relevant decision makers should use them as a starting point to implement effective intervention measures. Stabilizing the 
implicit psychological contracts at the psychological level of college students can help suppress the vicious transforma-
tion process from internet addiction to academic anxiety,3 ensuring students’ mental health, and reducing systemic risks 
in educational work.

Limitations and Further Research
Although this study has yielded meaningful results, there are certain limitations that need to be addressed in future 
research. Firstly, the data used in this study were collected solely during the period of the epidemic, lacking a comparison 
with data from non-epidemic environments. Consequently, there are unknown limitations in the corresponding analytical 
results. Secondly, the survey target of this study was focused on students from Chinese universities, lacking support from 
sample data from other regions, which restricts the generalizability of the conclusions. In light of this, our future research 
could involve exploring potential cultural variations in the relationship between internet addiction, psychological 
contracts, and academic anxiety by including samples from diverse geographical regions. Additionally, expanding the 
study to consider other demographic factors, such as socioeconomic backgrounds or academic performance, might 
provide further insights into the intricate interplay of these variables.
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