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ABSTRACT 
Background: Internet usage has increased during the pandemic. The aim of this 
study is to examine the relationship between internet addiction (IA), happiness, and 
aggression in the context of difficulties in emotion regulation (DER). The psycho-
social symptoms of the COVID-19 pandemic appear to be more persistent over time 
compared to its physical symptoms, especially regarding Internet addiction in the 
young population. This study seeks to understand these effects on happiness and 
aggression through difficulties in emotion regulation. Participants and Procedure: 
The sample of this study consisted of 325 university students. Data were gathered 
using the Young Internet Addiction Scale Short Form, Oxford Happiness Scale 
Short-Form, Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale Brief-Form, and Buss-Perry 
Aggression Questionnaire. Results: The results showed that internet addiction was 
negatively related to happiness, and this relationship was mediated by difficulties 
in emotion regulation. Similarly, internet addiction was positively related to 
aggression, and this relationship was fully mediated by difficulties in emotion 
regulation as well. Conclusion: These research findings emphasize the need for 
creating effective interventions to enhance emotion regulation skills in internet-
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addicted adults. The results are discussed in light of the effects of the coronavirus 
pandemic. 
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Introduction 

While the world has grappled with the rising number of deaths from the 
COVID-19 pandemic, social scientists and practitioners have shifted their focus 
to exploring the antecedents and outcomes of the pandemic (Arslan & Coşkun, 
2022a; Gıca et al., 2020; Kavaklı et al., 2020; Özmen et al., 2023; Yıldırım et al., 
2022). Numerous studies have highlighted a surge in various psychological 
problems such as anxiety, depression (Arslan & Coşkun, 2022a), posttraumatic 
stress disorders (Carmassi et al., 2020), and a decline in well-being (Dodd et al., 
2021). These issues stem not only from the inherently stressful nature of the 
pandemic but also from the measures adopted to combat it. Specifically, 
precautions like lockdowns, social distancing, travel bans, and remote education 
forced rapid lifestyle adaptations, making individuals more susceptible to 
another significant issue: Internet addiction.  

Indeed, Internet-based addiction had been a growing concern long 
before the COVID-19 era (Mak et al., 2014). However, emotional reactions to 
traumatic events such as this pandemic aren't always adaptive. They can lead to 
an increased risk of adopting maladaptive coping mechanisms, like addictive 
behaviors that include excessive Internet usage (Sun et al., 2020). Unlike other 
traumatic events, the risk of developing Internet-based addictive behaviors may 
be heightened during the pandemic. This is because the pandemic's associated 
measures necessitated prolonged social isolation, pushing individuals towards 
online engagements (Tateno et al., 2019). Consequently, alongside the surge in 
Internet users during the COVID-19 era, there has been a sharp increase in 
Internet overuse (Li et al., 2021; Servidio et al., 2021; Siste et al., 2020). 

This public health issue has rapidly escalated among newer generations 
(Lozano-Blasco et al., 2022). Thus, it warrants meticulous research and 
intervention, as Internet addiction is linked with significant physical and 
psychological health challenges. These include sleep problems (Alimoradi et al., 
2019), destructed social relations (Hou et al., 2019), exacerbated mental disorders 
(Fumero et al., 2018), poor academic performance (Usman et al., 2014), 
aggression (Teng et al., 2014), and diminished psychological well-being (Samaha 
& Hawi, 2016). In other words, Internet addiction is a burgeoning global issue, 



Kavakli et al. PP (2024) 17(1), 3-26 

 
 

6 

which surged unexpectedly during the pandemic. Consequently, investigating 
its outcomes and potential risk factors is pivotal for devising effective 
intervention and prevention strategies. To this end, the current study aimed to 
comprehend how Internet addiction is associated with antisocial behaviors 
(aggression) and positive development (happiness) of youth whilst 
investigating the exploratory role of difficulties in emotion regulation.  

Internet Addiction and Happiness 

In general, Internet addiction is characterized by a lack of control over, 
and excessive use of the Internet that negatively influences the quality of lives 
of individuals (Davis, 2001). Excessive and maladaptive use of the Internet steals 
time allocated for real-life social relations, lessens opportunities to develop 
social skills for real life, and decreases physical activity (de Leeuw et al., 2010). 
Consequently, this results in isolated individuals who suffer from psychosocial 
maladjustment (Cheng et al., 2015), reduced well-being (Valkenburg & Peter, 
2007), and happiness (Baltaci, 2019; Muusses et al., 2014; Yilmaz & Karaoglan-
Yilmaz, 2022).  

Although addictive behaviors, including Internet-based ones, are related 
to pleasure in life, these are toxic sources of pleasure and decrease happiness in 
the end (e.g., Yang et al., 2017), which is fundamental for healthy human 
development. Human beings are genuinely motivated to strive for optimal and 
permanent well-being in life. Indeed, happiness consists of various elements 
such as eudemonic well-being (i.e., meaning in life), affective well-being 
(positive feelings), and evaluative well-being (i.e., satisfaction in life), which all 
make it essential for a physically and psychologically healthy lifetime (Steptoe, 
2019). As an important component of psychological well-being, thousands of 
empirical researches studied happiness from the micro-individual level to the 
macro level of society (Veenhoven, 2015). Correspondingly, a substantial body 
of evidence shows that happy people are more resistant to physical and mental 
illnesses (Sabatini, 2014; Steptoe, 2019), and they are more likely to grow positive 
mental health (Smith et al., 2023). 

In essence, people need happiness and well-being to flourish, but 
Internet addiction emerges as an inhibitory factor against it. Past research 
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already found a negative association between Internet addiction and happiness 
(e.g., Baltaci, 2019; Muusses et al., 2014), but still, there is a gap in what possible 
third factors explain this relationship. Within this scope, the present study 
readdressed this relationship under the COVID-19 crisis by exploring the role of 
emotion regulation difficulties. 

Internet Addiction and Aggression 

As mentioned above, Internet addiction does not only impede the 
pursuit of positive development but also has detrimental impacts like antisocial 
behaviors, including aggression. Aggression, in general, involves any behaviors 
that are intended to harm another individual (Allen & Anderson, 2017). More 
specifically, the present paper adapted the conceptualization and related 
measurement by Buss and Perry (1992). They approached aggression as physical 
acts associated with hostile cognitions, perceptions, and feelings. Internet 
overuse, including social media, movies, and games, might be a possible 
explanation behind these aggressive acts. Several past studies underlined the 
aggressive behavioral outcomes in youth with Internet-based addictions 
(Agbaria, 2021; Caner & Evgin, 2021; Teng et al., 2014). Ultimately, aggression gives 
rise to both individual and societal problems, such as ruined social relations 
(Skrzypiec et al., 2021), increased psychopathological symptoms (Hayes et al., 
2021), crimes (Vakili et al., 2015), and so on. Even though these adverse effects 
create serious concerns, it is still ambiguous why and how Internet addiction 
increases aggressive behaviors (Agbaria, 2021). This limits coming up with 
effective intervention and prevention strategies against developing aggression 
in young people (Widyanto & McMurran, 2004). With this backdrop, the present 
study proposes difficulties in emotion regulation as a potential mediator 
explaining the relationship between Internet addiction and aggression, further 
elucidated in the following sections. 

Role of Difficulties in Emotion Regulation 

Emotions inform us about how we interact with the social world. They 
assist individuals in communication, feel empathy, make decisions, and avoid 
dangers in life (Hwang & Matsumoto, 2019; Kavaklı, 2019); but they may also 
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cause poor intrapersonal and interpersonal functioning (Gratz & Roemer, 2004) 
and various psychopathological symptoms (Sheppes et al., 2015). Whether 
emotions play a constructive or detrimental role largely hinges on an individual's 
capacity for emotion regulation (McRae & Gross, 2020). Emotion regulation (ER) 
means intentional and automatic processes that involve the emergence, way of 
experience, magnitude, duration, and expression of an emotion (Gross & 
Thompson, 2007). Whilst maladaptive strategies increase the risks for the onset 
of various problems like derogated social relations, depressive symptoms 
(Marroquin & Nolen-Hoeksema, 2015), and aggressive behaviors (Roberton et al., 
2012); implementing effective emotion regulation strategies contributes to the 
healthy functioning of individuals, (Thompson, 2011), including increased 
happiness (Quoidbach et al., 2015; Verzeletti et al., 2016). Hence, difficulties in 
emotion regulation, like Internet addiction, also prevent the pursuit of happiness 
and cause aggression. 

Given the preceding research, emotion dysregulation and Internet 
addiction seem to be mutually responsible for this adverse influence on 
happiness and aggression. Previous empirical findings pointed out that 
individuals with excessive Internet use were more prone to suffer emotion 
regulation difficulties (Evren et al., 2018; Karaer & Akdemir, 2019; Stavropoulos et 
al., 2017; Yen et al., 2018). Leading a life dominated by the Internet means less 
social interaction, less social support (Karaer & Akdemir, 2019), and more 
impulsivity (Reed et al., 2015), which all-in return result in impaired cognitive 
reappraisal, identification and expression of emotions, and self-control. As a 
result, we expected that Internet addiction would inflate difficulties in emotion 
regulation, which in return would lead to increased aggression and diminished 
happiness. 

Present Study 

 Psycho-social symptoms of the COVID-19 pandemic seem to be more 
resistant over time compared to its physical symptoms, especially through 
Internet addiction in a young population. The current study aimed to understand 
these effects on happiness and aggression through difficulties in emotion 
regulation. Like the number of Internet users, the number of studies on 
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excessive Internet use has also been increasing, but still more empirical 
explorations are needed for effective prevention programs and treatment offers 
(Arslan & Coşkun, 2022b; Kuss et al., 2021). Moreover, despite the worldwide 
pervasiveness of the Internet; several social, cultural, and economic factors 
create cross-cultural differences regarding people’s happiness (Oishi & Gilbert, 
2016), emotion regulation (Potthoff et al., 2016), and aggression (Fry, 2017). As 
publication bias toward Western societies is also included in the equation, 
culturally diverse samples other than non-Western ones would enable more 
robust and generalizable findings (Tindle, 2021). Furthermore, to the best of our 
knowledge, no study has examined the indirect effect of Internet addiction on 
happiness and aggression through emotion regulation. Considering all the 
above, the current work is believed to shed light on both the literature and the 
field for prevention and intervention strategies against the detrimental effects 
of Internet addiction.  

Method 

Participants 

This research was carried out with university students studying at a state 
university in Turkey. In this study, 325 participants aged 18-50 years were 
included (M = 21.20, SD = 3.09). Sixty-nine males (21.2%) and 256 females (78.8%) 
participated, and participants were selected using the convenience sampling 
method in this research. The convenience sampling method is one of the non-
probability sampling methods. The researchers announced the study, and 
participants self-select participation in the convenience sampling (Emerson, 
2015; Stratton, 2021). The data were collected in January and February of 2022. 
An informed consent form stating the details of the research was provided to 
all participants. Those participants who volunteered for the study, approved the 
form, and consented to participate were included in the study sample.  
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Data Collection Tools 

Young Internet Addiction Scale Short-Form  

This scale was developed by Young (1998) and converted into short-
form by Pawlikowski et al (2013). The psychometric properties of the Turkish 
language version of this scale were assessed by Kutlu et al (2016), and 
Cronbach's alpha value of the scale was .91 in the university student sample. The 
scale has a single-factor structure, 12 items, and a 5-point Likert-type scale 
ranging from does not apply (1) to always (5). The psychometric properties of 
the scale show that it is suitable for the Turkish sample. High scores from on the 
scale indicate a tendency towards internet addiction. Additionally, this scale’s 
Cronbach’s alpha value was .87, and Omega reliability was .87 in the current 
study. 

Oxford Happiness Scale Short-Form 

This scale was developed by Hills and Argyle (2002) and the 
psychometric properties of the Turkish language version of the scale were 
assessed by Doğan and Akıncı Çötok (2011). Cronbach's alpha value of the scale 
was calculated as .74 in the university student sample. The scale has a single-
factor structure, 7 items, and a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from strongly 
disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). The psychometric properties of the scale show 
that it is suitable for the Turkish sample. Additionally, this scale’s Cronbach’s 
alpha value was .77, and Omega reliability was .80 in the current study. 

Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale Brief-Form 

This scale was developed by Gratz and Roemer, 2004, and a brief form 
of this scale was developed by Bjureberg et al (2016). The psychometric 
properties of the Turkish language version of this scale were assessed by Yiğit 
and Yiğit (2019). The Turkish language version of the scale demonstrates good 
psychometric properties. The scale has a five-factor structure (clarity, goals, 
impulse, strategies, nonacceptance), 16 items, and a 5-point Likert-type scale 
ranging from almost never (1) to almost always (5). The scale also gives a total 
score, and the total score was used in this study. Moreover, this scale’s 
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Cronbach’s alpha value was .92, and Omega reliability was .92 in the current 
study. 

Buss-Perry Aggression Questionnaire 

This scale was developed by Buss and Perry (1992) and the psychometric 
properties of the Turkish language version of the scale were assessed by 
Demirtaş-Madran (2013). The Turkish language version of this scale demonstrates 
good psychometric properties. The scale has a four-factor structure (physical 
aggression, verbal aggression, anger, and hostility), 29 items, and a 5-point 
Likert-type scale ranging from strongly agree (1) to strongly disagree (5). The 
scale also gives a total score, and the total score was used in this study. 
Furthermore, this scale’s Cronbach’s alpha value was .91, and Omega reliability 
was .92 in the current study. 

Procedure & Data Analysis Plan 

Before the study, an informed consent form stating the details of the 
research was provided to all participants. The data were collected through an 
online platform in which questionnaires were presented in random order to 
prevent order effect. In the data analysis part, first, preliminary analyses were 
performed, such as data screening, checking normality assumption, descriptive 
analyses, and correlation analysis. For the normality assumption, cut-off values 
(< |1|) of skewness and kurtosis were considered (Tabachnick et al., 2013). Then, 
Pearson correlation analysis was run to see the correlations between the study 
variables. Finally, direct and indirect effects from Internet addiction to happiness 
and aggression through difficulties in emotion regulation were calculated by 
using Jamovi statistics program (Jamovi, 2023). The significance of indirect 
effects was questioned by using the bootstrapping method with 2000 
resampling and 95% CI. 

Results 

Descriptive statistics and correlations 

Correlation analysis results, means, standard deviations, reliability 
coefficients, skewness, and kurtosis values are given in Table 1. There is a 
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significant and negative correlation between internet addiction and happiness. 
Difficulties in emotion regulation positively correlated with internet addiction, 
and aggression and negatively correlated with happiness. Aggression is 
negatively associated with happiness. To test the normal distribution 
assumption, skewness and kurtosis values were examined. All variables' 
skewness and kurtosis values were found within acceptable limits (see also 
Table 1). 

Table 1  

Correlations and descriptive statistics among variables 

 1 2 3 4 M SD α ω SK KR 

IA -    28.3 8.73 .87 .87 .39 -.32 

HAP -.26*** -   23.2 5.10 .77 .80 -.31 -.24 

AGG .17** -.31*** -  77.3 20.00 .91 .92 .47 -.23 

DER .50*** -.42*** .18*** - 43.5 13.2 .92 .92 .33 -.36 

Note. IA: internet addiction, HAP: happiness, AGG: aggression, DER: difficulties in 
emotion regulation, M: mean, SD: standard deviation, α: Cronbach alpha reliability, ω: 
McDonald's omega reliability, SK: skewness, KR: kurtosis; * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 

Testing for mediating role of difficulties in emotion regulation 

As can be seen in Table 2, the relationship between internet addiction 
and happiness is fully mediated by difficulties in emotion regulation 
(standardized indirect effect: -.19, 95% CI [–.159, –.070]). When difficulties in 
emotion regulation are included in the model, the direct relationship between 
internet addiction and happiness becomes insignificant. 
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Table 2 

The mediating role of difficulties in emotion regulation in the relationship between 
Internet addiction and happiness 
    95% 

Confidence Interval 

   

Effect Label Estimate SE Lower Upper Z p 
% 

Mediation 

Indirect a × b -0.19 0.0220 -0.159 -0.0698 -5.100 < .001 74.1 

Direct c -0.07 0.0410 -0.121 0.0395 -0.958 0.338 25.9 

Total c + a × b -0.26 0.0348 -0.218 -0.0827 -4.353 < .001 100.0 

Path Estimates        

IA→DER a 0.50 0.0754 0.595 0.8936 9.970 < .001  

DER→HAP b -0.39 0.0252 -0.199 -0.1019 -5.917 < .001  

IA→HAP c -0.07 0.0410 -0.121 0.0395 -0.958 0.338  

Note. IA: internet addiction, HAP: happiness, AGG: aggression, DER: difficulties in 
emotion regulation, SE: standard error 

Figure 1  

The mediating role of difficulties in emotion regulation in the relationship between 
internet addiction and happiness 

 
Note. ns (nonsignificant), Figure 1 displays beta coefficients that have been standardized. 
***p<.001. 

 
As can be seen in Table 3, the relationship between internet addiction 

and aggression is fully mediated by difficulties in emotion regulation 
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(standardized indirect effect: .07, 95% CI [.008, .294]). When difficulties in 
emotion regulation are included in the model, the direct relationship between 
internet addiction and aggression becomes insignificant. 

Table 3 

The mediating role of difficulties in emotion regulation in the relationship between 
Internet addiction and aggressiveness 
    95% 

Confidence Interval 

   

Effect Label Estimate SE Lower Upper Z p 
% 

Mediation 

Indirect a × b 0.07 0.0729 0.008 0.294 2.07 0.039 38.6 

Direct c 0.10 0.1437 -0.042 0.521 1.67 0.095 61.4 

Total c + a × b 0.17 0.1255 0.144 0.636 3.11 0.002 100.0 

Path Estimates        

IA→DER a 0.50 0.0728 0.609 0.894 10.33 < .001  

DER→AGG b 0.13 0.0950 0.014 0.387 2.11 0.035  

IA→AGG c 0.10 0.1437 -0.042 0.521 1.67 0.095  

Note. IA: internet addiction, HAP: happiness, AGG: aggression, DER: difficulties in 
emotion regulation, SE: standard error 

Figure 2 

The mediating role of difficulties in emotion regulation in the relationship between 
internet addiction and aggression 

 
Note. ns (nonsignificant), Figure 2 displays beta coefficients that have been 
standardized. ***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05. 
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Discussion 

The current study investigated the mediating role of difficulties in 
emotion regulation in the relationship between Internet addiction, happiness, 
and aggression. The repercussions of the pandemic cannot be ignored when 
researching Internet addiction. While current literature highlights an uptick in 
Internet addiction during the pandemic (Evli & Şimşek, 2022; Putri et al., 2022; 
Siste et al., 2020), there is a pressing need for post-pandemic data. Overall, the 
results showed that Internet addiction is negatively related to happiness and 
positively related to aggression and difficulties in emotion regulation. Moreover, 
difficulties in emotion regulation fully mediated the relationship between 
Internet addiction and happiness. Similarly, the relationship between Internet 
addiction and aggression is fully mediated by difficulties in emotion regulation. 

Existing studies support the association of Internet addiction with 
emotion regulation challenges (Evren et al., 2018; Karaer & Akdemir, 2019), 
aggression (Agbaria, 2021; Ko et al., 2009), and reduced happiness (Evli & Şimşek, 
2022; Hew et al., 2023). Yet, to the best of our knowledge, this research pioneers 
the investigation of the indirect effect of Internet addiction on happiness and 
aggression via emotion regulation. These findings emphasize the importance of 
considering emotion regulation as a key mediating factor when examining the 
dynamics between internet addiction, happiness, and aggression. Therefore, it 
does not seem possible to discuss the results related to the mediating role of 
emotion regulation difficulty comparatively. The findings of this research 
indicate the significance of evaluating difficulties in emotion regulation as a 
mediating factor in the association between internet addiction, happiness, and 
aggression. These findings have several implications for both research and 
practice. First, the present study contributes to the expanding body of literature 
on internet addiction by establishing its negative effect on happiness (e.g., 
Baltaci, 2019; Muusses et al., 2014) and its positive effect on aggression (e.g., 
Agbaria, 2021; Caner & Evgin, 2021). Consistent with prior studies, this conclusion 
indicates the need for further investigation into the potential negative effects 
of excessive internet use on mental health and well-being.  

This research underscores the importance of addressing difficulties in 
emotion regulation when treating internet addiction and associated mental 
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health challenges. The broader literature suggests that excessive internet use 
diminishes happiness and heightens aggressive behaviors. This study delves 
deeper, shedding light on the underlying mechanisms connecting internet 
addiction to shifts in happiness and aggression. Emotions serve as a barometer 
for our interactions with the social realm. They equip individuals to 
communicate, empathize, make decisions, and sidestep potential threats 
(Hwang & Matsumoto, 2019; Kavaklı, 2019). Yet, they may also cause poor 
intrapersonal and interpersonal functioning (Gratz & Roemer, 2004) and various 
problems such as decreased happiness or increased aggression levels. Having 
problems with emotion regulation skills can make it difficult to cope with the 
negative effects of internet addiction. In other words, internet addiction causes 
problems with emotion regulation. Excessive use of the Internet can lead to 
difficulties in emotion regulation. Poor skills related to emotion regulation may 
also catalyze unhappiness and violent behavior (Kim et al., 2022; Schuster et al., 
2022; Tamir, 2009).  

The current findings also shed light on possible future implications. 
Foremost, enhancing emotion regulation skills stands out as a promising 
intervention to counter the negative impacts of internet addiction (both 
excessive Internet usage and for individuals who meet diagnostic criteria for 
addiction) on happiness and aggression. Building on prior research, it is evident 
that excessive internet use hinders one's ability to identify, describe, and 
manage emotions (Karaer & Akdemir, 2019). Consequently, mental health 
professionals may focus on training emotion regulation strategies while working 
on people with Internet addiction. In addition to mental health workers, other 
groups of people like educators in schools and employers in workplaces can 
facilitate training programs for promoting effective emotion regulation skills. 
This will make these people more resilient against the adverse effects of their 
addiction. From a clinical standpoint, strategies like cognitive restructuring of 
the thought processes fueling internet addiction (Brand et al., 2014), 
psychoeducational tools for bolstering parenting competencies (Karaer & 
Akdemir, 2019), and policy guidelines promoting purposeful internet use over 
inadvertent browsing (Dhir et al., 2015) are paramount. These measures aim to 
help individuals better control their emotions, thus diminishing aggressive 
online interactions and fostering a more positive online discourse. In addition, 
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online platforms and social media companies should be responsible for 
monitoring and moderating online material, as exposure to aggressive or 
inflammatory content can lead to aggressive behavior among internet users. 

Limitations and Future Suggestions 

Along with its contributions, the current study findings should be 
considered with its limitations, as well. First of all, unbalanced gender 
representation is one of the limitations of this study, and it is a correlational 
study that lacks cause and effect relationship. Furthermore, we included the 
overall Internet-based addictions, and differentiating between the contents of 
Internet use like social media, games, and the type of their content (whether 
violent or non-violent) might have provided more robust findings in explaining 
the consequences of Internet addiction. Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic was 
not a one-point traumatic event, and it seriously affected our lives for a long 
time with strict measures that burdened people’s lives. That is why its social and 
psychological effects should also be investigated by following individuals for 
years in their different life points.  

Taken together, designing and carrying out experimental and 
longitudinal research in different age groups will enable us to come up with 
more robust and generalizable findings. Finally, in terms of implications, the 
need to develop prevention and intervention strategies has become more 
urgent after the hit by the pandemic. Despite some limitations, the present 
findings gave valuable information about the risk of problems in emotion 
regulation. In that sense, stakeholders in the field should put more emphasis on 
strengthening the emotion regulation abilities of individuals so that they can 
become more resilient against the negative effects of Internet addiction, and in 
return, it facilitates a flourishing society that is open to positive development 
with less antisocial characteristics. 
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