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ABSTRACT

Childhood traumas may have detrimental psychological consequences and lead to use of
maladaptive coping strategies. Internet addiction, related to childhood trauma and various
psychological disorders, is a growing research area, which attracted the attention of clinicians,
researchers and educators. This study using a cross-sectional correlational research design aimed
to investigate the relationship between childhood trauma, Internet addiction, dissociative
experiences and online dissociation. A total of 286 university students completed measures of
childhood trauma, Internet addiction, dissociative experiences and online dissociation, which we
analyzed performing path analysis, examining structural equation models of how childhood trauma
might predict Internet addiction through dissociative experiences and online dissociation. We
found that childhood trauma positively associated with dissociative experiences, online
dissociation and Internet addiction. Path analysis indicated an indirect relationship between
childhood trauma and Internet addiction through dissociative experiences and online dissociation
in serial. Moreover, we found that a tendency to general dissociation was not a mediator between
childhood trauma and Internet addiction but it predicted online dissociation, which in turn increase
addictive use of Internet. Logistic regression analysis, in which pathological Internet use regressed
on childhood trauma, dissociative experiences, online dissociation and other demographic
variable, demonstrated that time spent on the net and online dissociation predicted addicted
Internet use. The findings of the present study supported the role of Internet addiction as a
maladaptive coping mechanism and might offer that clinicians and educators should consider the
unique dissociated-construct of Internet and the importance of adaptive coping skills for dealing
with psychological stress result from childhood trauma.

Keywords: Childhood trauma, Internet addiction, dissociation, online dissociation, university
students, mediation analysis.
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INTRODUCTION

In parallel with the high-speed development of Internet technology, the penetration of Internet has increased
dramatically. The penetration rate of Internet users in Turkey arrived 83.3%, overlapping the world average
(63.2%). Moreover, Turkey with the more than 69 million users is among the top three country in Europe
(Internet Live Stats, 2019). This prevalence has brought along the problem of addictive Internet use. Young
(1998), as a pioneer, characterized Internet addiction (IA) by excessive preoccupation with Internet, inducing
negative consequences in psychological, social and psychical life. However, debates about the theoretical and
empirical structure of IA are still ongoing. Therefore, authors proposed various terms to define IA such as
problematic Internet use, pathological Internet use and Internet addiction. On the other hand, addictive Internet
users differ in terms of some key components as follows: excessive and uncontrollable use of Internet,
withdrawal symptoms when Internet is not accessible, developing tolerance for Internet usage and negative

consequences (Beard & Wolf, 2001; Block, 2008).

In a meta-analytic study with over than 81000 participants, Cheng and Li (2014) revealed that the overall
prevalence of IA in 31 countries was 6% and the prevalence rate was relatively high in Middle East and Asia. The
prevalence of IA in Turkish college students was reported as 12.4% in a recent study (Evren et al., 2019). In
addition to the remarkable prevalence of IA, numerous studies reported the co-occurrence of IA with other
psychological disorders. A meta-analytic study revealed that IA had a comorbidity with substance use disorder,
attention deficit and hyperactivity disorder, depression and anxiety disorders (Ho et al., 2014). The high
prevalence of IA and the high co-occurrence of IA with other psychological disorders have led researchers to

investigate the factors predisposing individuals to addictive Internet use.

Psychological trauma has been investigated as a predisposing factor to addictive disorders and several studies
hypothesized that psychological trauma aggrandized the vulnerability to addictive use of Internet (Dalbudak et
al.,, 2014; Schimmenti et al., 2017; Yates et al., 2012). Although previous theoretical models conceptualized
Internet addiction as a function of some individual factors and psychological problems such as depression,
psychological trauma (Brand et al., 2016; Caplan, 2010; Kardefelt-Winther, 2014), further research is necessary
to better understand the underlying mechanisms of the developmental pathways from psychological risk factors
(e.g. childhood trauma) to addictive use of online activities (Kardefelt-Winther, 2014). Consequently, present
study aimed to examine the role of dissociative experiences and online dissociation on the relationship between
childhood traumas and IA, performing a structural model in which childhood trauma was independent variable,
Internet addiction was dependent variable, dissociative experiences and online dissociation were mediating

variable.

Childhood Trauma and Internet Addiction
Childhood trauma is generally conceptualized under the five distinct dimensions, namely (i) psychical abuse, (ii)
emotional abuse, (iii) sexual abuse, (iv) psychical neglect and (v) emotional neglect (Bernstein et al., 1994).

Childhood adversities were associated with health problems (Hughes et al., 2017) as well as they were the
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predictor of lifetime psychiatric disorders (Kessler et al., 2010). Furthermore, childhood adversities associated
with maladaptive family functioning (e.g. child abuse and neglect) were the strongest predictors of psychiatric
disorders (Kessler et al., 2010) and more than half of the individuals with psychological disorders reported at

least one type of childhood trauma (Xie et al., 2018).

Childhood traumas had an association with substance disorders (Zhang et al., 2020) as well as behavioral
addictions such as gambling (Horak et al., 2020), Internet gaming disorder (Grajewski & Dragan, 2020; Kircaburun
et al., 2019) and IA (Dalbudak et al., 2014; Evren et al., 2019). The association with IA and childhood traumas is
in line with previous theoretical models. Cognitive-Behavioral Model for Pathological Internet Use (CBM) (Caplan,
2010) proposes that individuals with psychological problems have a tendency to prefer online interaction, which
may lead to use of Internet for mood regulation. This path may result in deficient self-regulation, which cause to
the development of pathological use of Internet. In the recent reviewed Interaction of Person-Affect-Cognition-
Execution (I-PACE) model, Brand et al. (2019) claims that early negative childhood experiences are among the
predisposing variables of addictive behaviors such as addictive Internet use. The I-PACE model provides an
integrative structure arguing that the interaction between predisposing factors, affective and cognitive
responses to a specific stimuli, and executive functions, such as reduced inhibitory control contribute to the
development of addictive behaviors. Consistent with these theoretical models, addictive use of Internet could
be seen as a psychological mechanism that enables to cope with psychological suffering of negative early
experiences. Recent studies found that depression and/or anxiety (Grajewski & Dragan, 2020; Shi et al., 2020),
alexithymia (Schimmenti et al., 2017), low self-esteem (Zhang et al., 2012) and emotion dysregulation (Evren et

al., 2019) mediated the relationship between childhood trauma and online addictive behaviors.

The Role of Dissociative Experiences and Online Dissociation

Dissociation was described in the DSM-5 as “a disruption or discontinuity in the normal integration of
consciousness, memory, identity, emotion, perception, body representation, motor control and behavior”
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Dissociative symptoms are common in both general population (Seedat
et al., 2003; Sar et al., 2007) and psychiatric patients (Foote et al., 2006; Sar et al., 2000). There is a considerable
body of studies demonstrating that dissociative experiences were associated with addictive use of Internet
(Bernardi & Pallanti, 2009; De Berardis et al., 2009; Lee et al., 2016) and adverse childhood experiences (Kong et
al., 2018; Sar et al., 2012). Moreover, addictive use of Internet was associated with dissociation (Boysan et al.,
2017; Canan et al., 2012; Dalbudak et al., 2014) and childhood trauma (Evren et al., 2019; Kircaburun et al., 2018)

in Turkish university students.

Considering the relationship between dissociative symptoms and psychological disorders, similarly to other
symptoms of psychological disorders, dissociative experiences may be seen as a predisposing factor for IA. On
the other hand, it can also have a mediating role facilitating coping with psychological problems. This is consistent
with theoretical models of addictive Internet use, which propose that not only the psychological disorders have

arole, but also maladaptive coping and deficient self-regulation have a role in the formation and continuation of
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IA (Brand et al., 2019; Caplan, 2010; Kardefelt-Winther, 2014). Therefore, dissociative experiences, as a
dysfunctional self-regulation mechanism, may have a role in the relationship between childhood trauma and
addictive use of Internet. Supporting this claim, in a recent study with 912 Turkish university students, Evren et
al. (2019) found that severity of dissociative symptoms and emotion dysregulation mediated the relationship
between childhood trauma and IA. Moreover, in another recent study, Grajewski and Dragan (2020)
demonstrated that adverse childhood experiences and anxiety had an indirect effect on Internet addiction

mediated by the tendency to dissociation.

On the other hand, mood-regulated and escapism-related construct of Internet may have an association with
dissociation. Griffiths (2003) considered dissociative experience as one of the factors that make online activities
potentially seductive or addictive. The unique construct of online activities includes experiences such as losing
track of time, feeling like someone else and blacking out, which can arouse dissociative feelings. Therefore, these
reinforced dissociative experiences in the net may lead to addictive online behaviors (Griffiths, 2003). In an
experimental study, Aardema et al. (2010) found that virtual reality induced dissociation and an initial tendency
to dissociation increased the dissociative symptoms after online activities. Furthermore, Lung et al. (2020)
reported that longer time spent online may cause confusion between virtual life and real life. Boysan et al. (2019)
also suggested the term of “online dissociation” reflecting the dissociative experiences during online activities,
including identity confusion, escapism/detachment, impairment in reality monitoring/absorption and losing the
sense of reality. They also found that individuals with higher score of the online dissociation exhibited addictive
use of the Internet. Accordingly, considering the mutual relationship between dissociation and IA, it may be
proposed that along with the tendency to dissociation in offline daily life, the dissociative experiences on the net

may also have a role in the development of behavioral addictions.

The Present Study

Although previous studies demonstrated the association between childhood trauma and Internet addiction, and
the role of dissociative experiences in online addictive behaviors, there is a substantial gap in the literature to
understand the underlying psychological mechanism of the path from early adverse experiences to addictive
Internet use. Moreover, previous studies examining the association between IA and dissociation considered
dissociative experiences as a predisposing factor independent of online activities. However, Jacobs’ (1989)
general theory of addiction claims that a tendency to dissociative experiences during addictive behaviors
provides a distinction between individuals with addiction and without addiction. Furthermore, Boysan et al.
(2019) developed an instrument measuring the construct of online dissociative experiences and indicated its
relationship with addictive Internet use. In parallel to these theoretical assumptions, present study aims to
investigate the role of online dissociative experiences on the association between IA and childhood trauma. In
line with this general aim, as diagrammed in Figure 1, we tested a structural equation model in which childhood
trauma was the independent variable, dissociative experience was the first-level mediator, online dissociation
was the second-level mediator and Internet addiction was the outcome variable. Furthermore, recent studies in

Turkey indicated that the rates of |A vary 8.75% to 12.4% among Turkish university students (Ceyhan et al., 2019;
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Evren et al., 2019). The high prevalence of IA among university students increase the educational and
psychological specialist to prevention and treatment of IA. In their review study, Vondrackova and Gabrhelik
(2016) reported that prevention studies should focus on improvement of specific skills and the determining the
risk factors of IA is essential for the development of effective preventive programs. Therefore, investigating the
role of dissociative experiences on IA, could be beneficial to develop preventive psycho-educational programs

and tools in educational settings.

Online
dissociation

Dissociation

Childhood
trauma

Internet
addiction

Figure 1. Hypothesized Model

METHOD

Present study was conducted using a cross-sectional correlational research design in which the relationships
among two or more variables are investigated. In current study, we aimed to examine the association between
childhood trauma, dissociative experiences, online dissociation and Internet addiction by performing the
structural equation model (SEM). SEM as a combination of multiple regression, factor analysis and path analysis
is a sophisticated method providing an examination of possible causation among several variables (Fraenkel et

al., 2012).

Participants

Using convenience sampling method, 286 college students from various departments (192 females, 67%; 94
males, 33%) ranging in age from 18 to 30 (M= 21.19, Sd= 1.80) were recruited via classroom announcement.
Following an informed consent, participants completed the questionnaires. To compute the statistical power of
a structural model, we performed power analysis using RMSEA (Preacher & Coffman, 2006) and found that the
statistical power of the present study is .90, showing that it has adequate statistical power. The mean time spent
online was 4.81 with 2.63 of standard deviation. While 33.2% of participants reported pathological level of

dissociation, 19.9% of them were defined as probable of Internet addicts (Table 1).

Table 1. Socio-demographic Statistics of Participants

Age (Mean, SD) 21.19 1.80
Time spent online (Mean, SD) 4.81 2.63
Gender Male (n, %) 94 32.90%

Female (n, %) 192 67.10%
Pathological dissociation DES > 30 (n, %) 95 33.20%
Internet addiction CIAS > 63 (n, %) 57 19.90%

Note. DES = Dissociative Experiences Scale; CIAS = Chen Internet Addiction Scale
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Measures

Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ)

CTQ, developed by Bernstein et al. (1994), measures the adverse childhood experiences. The CTQ has 28 items
with a five-point Likert scale and five dimensions including psychical and emotional abuse, emotional neglect,
sexual abuse and physical neglect. Higher scores show higher level of childhood traumas. CTQ was adapted to
Turkish culture by Sar et al. (2012) with the original factor structure and high internal reliability (.97). The

Cronbach's alpha coefficient of the CTQ in the present study was .74 (Table 2).

Dissociative Experiences Scale (DES)

The DES is a measure of dissociative experiences with 28 item rated on a scale ranging from 0 to 100 (Carlson &
Putnam, 1993). The total DES score is the average of the responses of 20 item. Scores higher than 30 may indicate
the pathological dissociation. The Turkish form of DES, translated by Yargic et al. (1995) consisted of similar sub-
factors to original form and had a high reliability (.97). The internal reliability coefficient of the DES in the current

study was.93

Chen Internet Addiction Scale (CIAS)

CIAS is 26 four-point item questionnaire designed to assess addictive use of Internet (Chen et al., 2003). In
addition to composite scores, CIAS provides scores on five dimensions: compulsive Internet use, withdrawal
symptoms, tolerance, interpersonal and health problems, and time management difficulties. A score higher than
63 may demonstrate the Internet addiction. The Turkish form of CIAS had had the original five sub-dimensions
and high internal reliability (Ceyhan et al., 2019). The scale had also good Cronbach alpha internal reliability

coefficients (.94) in the present study.

Van Online Dissociative Experiences Scale (VODES)

VODES, developed by Boysan et al. (2019), is a measure of dissociative symptoms during online activities. The
VODES has 62 items rated on a scale ranging from 0 to 10, in which higher scores indicate the higher intensity of
online dissociation. The VODES has five dimensions including identity confusion, escapism/detachment,
impairment in reality monitoring/absorption and losing the sense of reality. The internal consistency of the

VODES was .93. The scale had also excellent internal reliability (Cronbach alpha=.97) in the current study.

Data Analysis

Initially, we used skewness and kurtosis to examine normality and then we computed descriptive statistics for
the sample and the correlation coefficients between variables. We investigated the predictive variables of
Internet addiction using logistic regression analysis. We regressed demographics along with the DES and VODES

total scores onto the cut-off scores of the CIAS.

We performed an SEM path analysis to investigate the relationships between variables as well as the role of
dissociative experiences and online dissociation in IA using AMOS 24. Following Anderson and Gerbing’s (1988)

two-step SEM procedure, we tested our structural model after performing a confirmatory factor analysis of the
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measurement model. In accordance with the recommendation of Wen et al. (2004), we used following fit-
statistics and their cut-off points; chi-square values (x2), the comparative fit index (CFl; >.90), the Tucker-Lewis
fit index (TLI; >.90), the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA; <.08 ), and the standardized root-
mean-square residual (SRMR; <.08). Moreover, we examined the indirect effects using bootstrapping method
with 2000 bootstrap and 95% bias-corrected confidence interval that does not contain zero shows the significant

indirect effect.

FINDINGS

Descriptive Statistics

We computed the Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients between scale scores. There were
significant positive correlations between Internet addiction, childhood trauma, dissociative symptoms and online
dissociation and correlation coefficients ranged from low to moderate (r=.154 — 558). Correlation coefficients,

means, standard deviations and internal reliability scores of the measures are demonstrated in Table 2.

Table 2. Correlation matrix and descriptive statistics.

1 2 3 4 a Mean Sd
1. Internet addiction - .94 50.44 16.79
2. Childhood trauma 154** - 74 43.94 13.81
3. Online dissociation .558%* .214%* - .97 109.50 80.84
4. Dissociative experiences .333** .269%** 557** - .93 23.85 15.34

Notes. **= p < .01; a= Cronbach alpha internal reliability coefficients

Structural Model

Given these significant association, we proceeded to investigate the role of dissociative experiences and online
dissociation on these association using path analysis. Before testing our structural model, we performed
measurement model. CIAS subscales were used as observed indicator of the latent variable of Internet addiction.
We also used subscales of DES and VODES to determine the latent construct of dissociative experiences and
online dissociation, respectively. Similarly, CTQ subscales were used as observed indication of the latent
construct of childhood trauma. The measurement model had good model fit (x? =277.393, df = 113, x?/df = 2.455,
p < .001, RMSEA = .071 [90% confidence interval (Cl) = .061-.082], SRMR = .053, CFl = .95, TLI = .94). All latent
variables significantly correlated each other at .01 level and intercorrelations among the latent variables ranged
from .18 to .59. Moreover, each observed variable significantly loaded on its relevant latent variable and

regression weights of observed variables ranged from .49 to .97.

After obtaining good model fit for measurement model, we examined our structural model. The structural model
fit the data well, x> = 230.49, df = 112, x?/df = 2.058, p < .001, RMSEA = .061 [90% confidence interval (Cl)= .050-
.072], SRMR=.053, CFl = .97, TLI = .96. Standardized regression coefficients demonstrated that childhood trauma
positively predicted dissociative experiences (B= .35, SE= .45, p < .001), which positively predicted the online
dissociation (B = .59, SE = .09, p <.001) and thus positively predicted the IA (B = .56, SE =.01, p <.001). However,
both childhood trauma and dissociative experiences fell short of significance in predicting Internet addiction (see

dashed lines in Figure 2). Therefore, we examined an “indirect model” without direct associations between
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childhood trauma, dissociative experiences, and Internet addiction. This model had relatively better fit statistics
(x* = 231.079, df = 114, x*/df = 2.027, p < .001, RMSEA = .060 [90% confidence interval (CI) = .049-.071], SRMR =
.054, CFI = .97, TLI = .96; Figure 2). We compared the BIC values of two models and found that the “indirect
model” should be highly preferred ABIC = 10.7. The indirect model accounted for 32% of unique variance in

Internet addiction.

DES1 DES2 DES3 VODES1 VODES2 VODES3 VODES4
Y t "~ X 2~
o 74 88 96 95 89

Dissociative Online
experiences

R2=.12

.59

dissociation
R2=.35

cTal k ’ 4 CIAS1
cTQ2 o ClAS2
Childhood Internet 77
cTa3 trauma . addiction 779 clas3
R2=32
/
o W \4
cTa: - - CIASA
cTas CIASS

\ 4

Figure 2. Structural Model (Indirect Model) Demonstrating Regression Coefficients between Variables.

Notes: The dashed lines represent direct path tested in hypothetical model. CTQ1: Emotional abuse, CTQ2: Psychical abuse,
CTQ3: Psychical neglect, CTQ4: Emotional neglect, CTQ5: Sexual abuse, CIAS1: Compulsive use, CIAS’: Withdrawal, CIAS3:
Tolerance, CIAS4: Problems in interpersonal relationships, CIAS5: Health/time management, DES1: Depersonalization, DES2:
Absorption, DES3: Amnesia, VODES1: Identity confusion, VODES2: Escapism/detachment, VODES3: Impairment in reality
monitoring/absorption, VODES4: Losing the sense of reality. All paths except the dashed lines are significant at p <.001 level.

To further examine the indirect effect of childhood trauma on Internet addiction, a bias-corrected bootstrap with
2000 sample indicated the indirect effect of childhood trauma on Internet addiction through dissociative
experiences and online dissociation in serial (B=.208, SE = .05, p < .01, 95% confidence interval (Cl) = .095-.268).
Table 3 presented the indirect effects.

Table 3. Indirect Effects of Childhood Traumas on Internet Addiction

Standard Standard 95% Confidence Interval

coefficient error Lower Upper
CTQ-DES-VODES-CIAS .106 .035 .001 .059 173
CTQ-DES-VODES .208 .050 .001 132 .296
DES-VODES-CIAS .347 .070 .001 241 471

Note: All coefficients have a significant effect as determined by the 95% bias-corrected and accelerated confidence
interval based on 2000 bootstrap samples.
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Predictive Role of Dissociative Experiences and Online Dissociation

After we found that childhood trauma had an indirect effect on Internet addiction through dissociative
experiences and online dissociation, we investigated the predictive role of dissociation and online dissociation.
To this end, we carried out a logistic regression analysis in which pathological dissociation (DES 2 30) as an
independent variable was regressed on addictive Internet use (CIAS > 63). Logistic regression analysis indicated
that participants whose DES score greater than 29 were more inclined to Internet addiction (Odds ratio = 1.123,
95% Cl = 1.694 — 5.578, p < 0.001, Nagelkerke R? = 0.74). 33% of the participants with pathological level of
dissociate symptoms had also Internet addiction (n=32). Then, we regressed dissociative experiences and online
dissociation onto the addictive Internet use (CIAS > 63) after controlling demographics (age, gender, time spent
online). We found that only time spent online (Odds ratio = .196, 95% Cl = 1.075 — 1.376, p < 0.01) and online
dissociation (Odds ratio = .011, 95% ClI = 1.006 — 1.016, p < 0.001) were significantly correlated with addicted

Internet use (Table 4).

Table 4. Multiple Logistic Regression onto the Internet Addiction (CIAS > 63)

B Se O.R. Wald p %95 Cl

Constant -3.918 2.407 .020 2.651 .103

Gender -.210 .356 .810 .348 .555 403 -1.629
Age -.031 111 .969 .081 776 .780-1.203
Time spent online .196 .063 1.216 9.636 .002 1.075-1.376
Online dissociation .011 .002 1.011 21.060 .000 1.006 -1.016
Childhood trauma .013 .012 1.013 1.120 .290 .989 -1.038
Dissociative experiences .012 .013 1.012 .826 .364 .986 —1.038

Note. Nagelkerke R? =.306

DISCUSSION

The present study was planned to explore the interaction between childhood trauma and Internet addiction by
performing a serial mediation model in which childhood trauma had an indirect effect on IA through dissociative
experiences and online dissociation in serial. The results revealed that dissociative experiences and online
dissociation were serial mediators between childhood trauma and IA. Childhood trauma also fell short of
significance in predicting IA when taking into account dissociative experiences and online dissociation. Moreover,
this study also showed that dissociative experiences was not a mediator between childhood trauma and IA but
it mediated this relationship through online dissociation. Lastly, the results of logistic regression analysis

demonstrated that time spent online and online dissociation were predictors of addicted Internet use.

The first main result of this study is that childhood trauma and IA were related. This result is in line with the
theoretical suppositions that childhood trauma has a role in the formation of IA (Brand et al., 2019; Caplan, 2010).
This result was also consistent with previous studies showing the association between childhood trauma and IA
(Dalbudak et al., 2014; Evren et al., 2019; Schimmenti et al., 2017; Zhang et al., 2012). Similarly, previous studies
also showed that childhood trauma could predispose individuals to develop other behavioral addictions such as
gambling (Imperatori et al., 2017) and Internet gaming disorder (Grajewski & Dragan, 2020; Kircaburun et al.,

2019). This result is also consistent with Ehlers and Clark’s (2000) cognitive development model of posttraumatic
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stress disorder claiming that individuals who were exposed to traumatic experiences have a disposition to use
dysfunctional coping strategies — such as an addictive use of the Internet. Thus, individual who had childhood
traumas might excessively use Internet as a dysfunctional coping and mood-regulation strategy. Previous studies
also supported this claim, which demonstrate that depression and anxiety (Grajewski & Dragan, 2020; Shi et al.,
2020), alexithymia (Schimmenti et al., 2017), and emotion dysregulation (Evren et al., 2019) had a mediating role

on the relationship between childhood trauma and online addictions.

Present study also indicated that childhood trauma had an indirect effect on IA via dissociative experiences and
online dissociation in serial. According to this result, childhood trauma leads to dissociative experiences, which
in turn increase online dissociation and, which in turn predict addictive use of Internet. This result is also in line
with previous theoretical models about online addictions (Brand et al., 2019; Caplan, 2010; Cheng et al., 2018;
Kardefelt-Winther, 2014) which emphasize that not only previous psychological disorder but dysfunctional
coping and deficient self-regulation have also an important role in the formation and perpetuation of addictive
use of the Internet. Because dissociation as a cognitive cut-off state is related with deficient emotion regulation
(De Berardis et al., 2009), people with childhood trauma may use the Internet to escape from psychological stress
of traumatic experiences. This phenomenon is also consistent with psychological mechanism of trauma. For
instance, Foa and Hearst-lkeda (1996) claimed that dissociation in response to trauma is an imminent cognitive
strategy to cope with severe emotions, which can turn into a life-long avoidance mechanism. Furthermore,
consistent with this result, Evren et al. (2019) and Grajewski and Dragan (2020) demonstrated that the tendency

to dissociation mediated the association between childhood trauma and addictive online behaviors.

Last but not least, present study indicated that dissociative experiences were not a mediator between childhood
trauma and IA but it mediated the relationship between childhood trauma and addictive Internet use through
dissociative experiences on the net. This result shows that a tendency to general dissociation may cause
individuals exhibit more dissociative symptoms while they are on the net. Moreover, logistic regression analysis
reveals that not dissociation but online dissociative experiences predict the addicted Internet use. In a recent
study, Boysan et al. (2019) supported this finding and found that online dissociation was related with addictive
Internet use. These findings are also in agreement with Jacob’s (1989) general theory of addiction stating that
individuals with addictive behaviors tend to share a common set dissociative-like experiences. Consistent with
the present study, Klanecky et al. (2012) also found that desire to dissociate rather than dissociative tendencies
alone mediated the relationship between childhood trauma and problematic alcohol use. In the present study,
online dissociation predicted by childhood trauma may have a similar function in increasing IA. Moreover, similar
to Jacob’s theory, in their study reviewing studies about gambling disorder, Schluter and Hodgins (2019)
proposed to distinguish dissociation occurred generally from “in game dissociation” reported during gambling.
They also reported that individuals with a tendency to general dissociation might prone to experience
dissociation during gambling, which in turn to an escapism mechanism in response to emotional stress resulting
in part from psychological problems such as depression, childhood trauma, etc. Therefore, similar to gambling

disorder, dissociative experiences on the net may have a similar function in the formation and perpetuation of
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IA. Supporting this claim, Aardema et al. (2010) asserted that spending time in virtual reality resulted in increasing
dissociative symptoms. Furthermore, another study found that spending time in social media was related to
fragmented personality and dissociation between real life and virtual life (Bekiroglu & Halir, 2016).
Consequently, because of the unique characteristics of the Internet (e.g. anonymity, losing track of time), the
predisposition to dissociation makes individuals with childhood trauma to experience dissociative symptoms on

the net, which in turn increases to addictive Internet use.

The present study has several limitations. First, the cross-sectional design of the present study makes it difficult
to interpret the results and longitudinal studies are needed in order to explore causal relationship between
variables. Secondly, self-rated scales were used in the present study. Lastly, the present study included non-

clinical university students and future studies should be conducted by using different sample groups.

To conclude, this is the first study to investigate the mediating role of online dissociation between childhood
trauma and IA. It demonstrated that addictive Internet users with a history of childhood trauma have higher
levels of online dissociation, which lead to IA. These findings are in accordance with the previous theoretical
models (Brand et al., 2019; Kardefelt-Winther, 2014) considering IA as a maladaptive coping mechanism for
childhood trauma. These findings might offer some potential psychological and educational implications. This
study shows that childhood trauma is a potential risk factor for subsequent Internet addiction as well as other
psychological disorders. Thus, preventive psycho-education studies aiming to prevent childhood traumas and
treat negative consequences of childhood traumas might be beneficial to eliminate the path from childhood
trauma to IA. Because dissociative experiences on the net have a mediating role and dissociative experiences
could be considered a maladaptive coping skill, clinicians and school counselors could also develop
prevention/intervention programs aiming to gain adaptive coping skills and self-regulation skills. Moreover,
considering that the unique construct of Internet may cause to online dissociative experiences, educational
interventions aiming to develop healthy Internet use should take into account of the unique construct of the

Internet which may provide a place to experience dissociation.
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