
Triangling, Social Media and Internet Addictions 

1 
 

 

 

Abstract 

One of the factors contributing towards a better understanding of social media addiction and 

internet addiction among university students is family-of-origin experiences. Triangling is one 

of the factors associated with these online addictions. Moreover, university students with 

higher experiential avoidance (lower psychological flexibility) may fail to cope with the 

adverse effects of triangling and develop problematic online behaviors. The present cross-

sectional study investigated the mediating role of experiential avoidance in the relationship 
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between triangling, internet addiction, and social media addiction. The sample comprised 839 

university students aged between 18 and 25 years from more than 50 universities across several 

regions of Türkiye. Participants responded to items in a survey including Acceptance and 

Action Questionnaire-II (AAQ-II), Triangular Relationship Inventory (TRI), Bergen Social 

Media Addiction Scale (BSMAS), Young’s Internet Addiction Test-Short Form (YIAT-SF), 

and a Demographic Information Form. Findings showed that experiential avoidance mediated 

the association between triangling, social media addiction, and internet addiction. The path of 

triangling to experiential avoidance to social media addiction to internet addiction explained 

65% of the variance. Triangling did not directly contribute to internet addiction and social 

media addiction unless participants reported experiential avoidance. The present study 

emphasizes the potential threats associated with triangling on social media and the internet 

among university students, in which the risks tend to increase as university students use 

dysfunctional emotional or cognitive coping strategies. 

 

Introduction 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the internet and the use of social media provided the 

opportunity for millions of university students to get remote education and keep in touch with 

friends and family from their homes. However, the current estimated number of internet users 

worldwide reached 5.16 billion (of which 4.76 billion are social media users) (Kemp, 2023). A 

similar trend is seen in Türkiye (where the present study was conducted), in which 86.8% of 

Turkish individuals use the internet to participate in social networking. Internet use is 

especially pervasive among Turks aged 16 to 24 years (96.6%) (Turkish Statisitics Institute 

[TurkStat], 2023). Although Turkish researchers mainly prefer to focus on adolescents and 

university students when considering internet and social media addictions (e.g., Aksu et al., 

2019; Aktan, 2018; Bilgin et al., 2020), university students may be more vulnerable to 
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developing internet addiction than other developmental age groups for several reasons 

(Kandell, 1998): (i) psychological characteristics of this stage may involve identity formation 

and intimacy (Erikson, 1963). Internet addiction may impact negatively on processes such as 

identity formation, and forming intimate (offline) human relationships, as well as develping 

personal autonomy; (ii) internet access is easy and free for many university students using 

campus-wide networks for personal use alongside its use for educational purposes; and (iii) 

university students are encouraged to use the internet for educational purposes as a part of their 

courses, which may be problematic for some students to balance with other online activities 

that can be time-consuming use (e.g., story viewing on Instagram). 

These data suggest that the internet and social media are widely used in the world 

(generally) and Türkiye (more specifically) with many benefits. However, individuals’ 

excessive social media or internet use may cause harm and negative consequences leading to 

addiction for a small percentage of users (Griffiths et al., 2016; Kuss & Griffiths, 2017). For 

some, excessive internet and social media use via smartphones, tablets, laptops, and other 

digital devices may result in loss of control and negative social, academic, and occupational 

consequences (WHO, 2019). 

Internet addiction and social media addiction as behavioral addictions 

There is much debate as to whether problematic use of the internet and social media 

can be called addictions. Some scholars prefer the terms ‘problematic internet use’ and 

‘problematic social media use’ (Zendle, 2019), and some scholares view such behaviors as non-

substance (i.e., behavioural) addictions (e.g., Griffiths, 1996; 2005; 2013, Young, 1998). 

Behavioral addictions are addiction disorders that  do not involve in ingestion of a psychoactive 

drug. However, the only officially recognized disorders classified as behavioral addictions in 

the fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) are 

gambling disorder and internet gaming disorder (IGD) (American Psychiatric Association 
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[APA], 2013). IGD shows similar characteristics to substance dependence. For instance, 

excessive involvement gaming may produce the desire to play more over time (tolerance), loss 

of control, impulsivity, compulsivity, a feeling of deprivation in its absence, and an inability to 

stop gaming despite the detrimental consequences such as the compromising of occupation, 

education and/or interpersonal relationships (APA, 2013).  

Griffiths (2005) posits that all genuine addictions (i.e. substance and non-substance) 

include six crucial characteristics (i.e., mood modification, tolerance, withdrawal, salience, 

conflict, and relapse) within a biopsychosocial framework. According to this framework, 

addiction is a complex system involving an interaction of biological factors (e.g., genetics), 

psychological factors (e.g., personality traits, motivations, attitudes, expectations, beliefs), and 

social factors (e.g., culture, family, friends) (Griffiths, 2005). Griffiths also argues that both 

situational and structural factors of the activity influence the addiction process. This contrasts 

with single perspective approaches (e.g., a biochemical disease model). Instead, the 

biopsychosocial process, which is an eclectic approach, appears to be the most pragmatic way 

to understand the common etiology of addictive behaviors better and provides better scope in 

the prevention and treatment of addictive behaviors (Griffiths, 2005). Since the 

biopsychosocial approach focuses on individual differences, recognizes the brain and body as 

interconnected and interacting components, and considers the equal importance of these 

components (alongside the environment in which the behavior occurs and the structural factors 

of the activity itself), it provides a more comprehensive and integrative framework for 

understanding addictive behaviors. 

Griffiths (2005) asserts that any individual involved in a behavior that endorses the six 

criteria should be operationally classified as addicted, irrespective of the type of behavior. 

According to these criteria, in case of online addictions, (i) mood modification refers to the 

subjective experience of excitement or relief due to engaging with technological devices and/or 
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online applications. Here, internet use and digital technologies may be employed as a coping 

mechanism to reduce stress or alleviate depression, which provides individuals with an 

alternative reality by allowing them to feel psychological rewards and leads to altered states of 

consciousness; (ii) tolerance refers to increasing amounts of time spent online and/or with 

technological devices to obtain the initial mood modifying effect (e.g., excitement, escape); 

(iii) withdrawal refers to the unpleasant feelings associated with the discontinuation or sudden 

reduction in the activity. For example, online addicts may experience irritability, frustration 

and/or moodiness when they are prevented from being online; (iv) salience refers to the online 

activity (e.g., social media use) becoming the most crucial aspect of the individual's living and 

dominating their thoughts, feelings, and behaviors; (v) conflict refers to the online activity 

compromising and impairing everyday activities (e.g., occupation, education) and 

detrimentally affecting relationships with family and friends; and (vi) relapse refers to the 

return of the addictive online behavior after a period of abstinence.  

Research also supported that a small percentage of users exhibit addiction-like 

symptoms and detrimental outcomes on excessive internet use (Kuss et al., 2014). Moreover, 

research (e.g., Giordano et al., 2022; Marino et al., 2023) asserts that one of the factors in 

understanding social media and internet addictions is emotion regulation. Effective emotion 

regulation is the ability of individuals to recognize and accept their feelings which provides an 

effective coping mechanism foe dealing with stressful conditions as well as helping to fulfill 

personal goals and meet social needs (Thompson, 2019). Consequently, one risk factor is 

emotional dysregulation for poor social and mental functioning, and can lead to increased 

suppression (Chervonsky & Hunt, 2019). Suppression is a typical example of emotional 

dysregulation. Suppressed thoughts can function as a coping strategy and inhibit addiction 

(Gross, 2007). Research by Chervonsky and Hunt (2019) indicated that the avoiding unpleasant 

feelings has a destructive effect on mental health. Adolescents with mental health 
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dysfunctioning (i.e., depression, anxiety problems) may have difficulty expressing adverse 

feelings (e.g., anger), and prefer to suppress these feelings to keep their problems hidden from 

their peers (Chervonsky & Hunt, 2019). This relationship between avoidance and mental health 

has been elaborated in acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT) into experiential avoidance, 

which is the reluctance to stay in touch with uncomfortable personal experiences and take 

committed steps to change them. 

Internet addiction and social media addiction in Türkiye 

Internet addiction and social media addiction are important topics for Turkish 

researchers because Türkiye is one of the countries in the world where the prevalence of 

internet use is high (83.4%), and above the world average (64.4%) (Kemp, 2023). At the time 

of writing, Türkiye ranks 15th in the world for the highest daily average internet use (7 hours 

and 24 minutes) on any device among those aged 16 to 64 years. Turkish individuals are also 

very active users of social media platforms. For instance, Türkish individuals have the highest 

average number of hours per month on Instagram (21.4 hours), which is above the world 

average (12 hours) (Kemp, 2023). Higher internet use is a risk factor for social media addiction 

among Turkish university students. Moreover, Turkish university students with excessive daily 

use of social media (four hours or more) access the internet to meet psychological needs, 

socialize, and entertain (Akar, 2021). 

However, excessive social media use may pose some risks for Turkish university 

students and is associated with symptoms such as depression (Balcı & Baloğlu, 2018) and 

emotional loneliness (Uyaroğlu et al. 2022). Internet addiction and social media addiction 

negatively predict Turkish students’ social connectedness levels (Savcı & Aysan, 2017). 

Moreover, the research in Türkiye on internet addiction and social media addiction also 

considers the role of avoidance-focused coping strategies and self-regulation skills. For 

instance, Aktan (2018) reported that increased preoccupation with social media use might be 
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related to the dysfunctional emotion-regulation strategies (e.g., emotional avoidance) among 

Turkish university students. Turkish students who use an avoidance style in social problem-

solving tended to report greater social media addiction (Aksu et al., 2019). Ekşi et al. (2019) 

reported that Turkish university students with lower self-control skills reported greater general 

procrastination behaviors and social media addiction. On the contrary, Turkish university 

students with higher levels of social media addiction have lower levels of acceptance (i.e., the 

ability to accept situations that may be challenging and that an individual cannot control) 

(Kocabıyık & Bacıoğlu, 2022).  

Experiential avoidance 

Experiential avoidance is a pervasive dysfunctional coping mechanism comprising 

undesired intrapsychic experiences of emotions, thoughts, memories, and behavioral 

dispositions, and implies a simultaneous persistent use of avoidant behavioral, psychological, 

or intellectual efforts to suppress aversive cues (Hayes et al., 1999). ACT criticizes the cultural 

perspective of emotion regulation, which suggests controlling these unpleasant emotions. 

However, the effort of controlling unpleasant emotions may become the problem itself because 

these emotions do not mechanically produce destructive behavioral outcomes (Blackledge & 

Hayes 2001). A great deal of these emotions’ detrimental effects are triggered by the fallout 

from unsuccessful attempts to prevent them. In turn, emotional intensity increases, and 

individuals may regulate their emotional turbulences by avoidance or detrimental behaviors 

(e.g., addictions) (Blackledge & Hayes 2001). Cognitive defusion and emotional acceptance 

are suggested as the remedies for experiential avoidance (Kashdan et al., 2010). Psychological 

dysfunction arises with systemic avoidance behaviors (or thoughts and emotions) that become 

increasingly resistive and pathological to improvement (Hayes, et al., 1999). Experiential 

avoidance appears nontoxic and adaptive in some situations (e.g., concealing signs of boredom 

while spending time with a partner) and the short-term. However, it becomes a disorder when 
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individuals spend great energy or time controlling unwanted internal events with no resilience 

(Kashdan et al., 2006).  

In their review, Chawla and Ostafin (2007) indicated the relationship between 

experiential avoidance and the development of pathologies such as anxiety, depression, or self-

harm behaviors. The association between experiential avoidance, technology and internet-

based addictions in different cultures has been emphasized (Chou et al., 2017; Ekşi, 2019; 

Garcia-Oliva & Piqueras, 2016). Chou et al. (2018) suggested that university students with 

higher experiential avoidance were at greater risk for internet addiction, depression, and 

suicidality. Hsieh et al. (2019) also indicated that prevention programs should consider 

experiential avoidance with self-identity when focusing on internet addiction among university 

students. Similarly, Teymouri Farkush et al. (2022) indicated that experiential avoidance with 

the feeling of shame is a risk factor for internet addiction among university students. 

Some research has focused on the family of origin and the role of experiential 

avoidance. The overprotecting parenting styles of families with anxious children may reflect 

the fear of negative feelings that children experience (Tiwari et al., 2008). Although literature 

shows that anxiety among young adults may be influenced by parental overprotection through 

a mechanism known as experiential avoidance (Fulton et al., 2014), it is less well-known the 

underlying structure in the relationship between the family of origin experiences and 

experiential avoidance, which cause behavioral disorders (i.e., addictions). The present study 

extended previous literature on the family of origin variables and internet/social media 

addiction by investigating the mediating role of experiential avoidance, reflecting an emotion 

dysregulation. 

Additionally, the family of origin seems to be one of the factors that researchers have 

recently focused on the development of internet and social media addiction. Behavioral 

disorders among children may signpost a larger problem in their family of origin rather than 
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their own problems (Young, 1998). Meta-analysis findings also indicate association between 

family dysfunctionality and youth internet addiction (Li et al., 2014). Therefore, the current 

study concentrated on the maladaptive patterns within intergenerational family relationships. 

Bowen’s (1978) concept of triangling was one of the specific examples of bridging the gap 

between dysfunctional family dynamics and behavioral disorders. 

Triangling 

One of the most polarized ideas in human relationships is intimacy comprises several 

inherent needs and dilemmas (i.e., separateness vs. closeness). One theoretical approach that 

addresses these fundamental problems within family dynamics is Bowen’s Family Systems 

Theory (BFST; Bowen, 1978), which uses some psychological constructs (e.g., triangling, 

differentiation of self [DoS]). DoS refers to individuals’ abilities in two ways (Bowen, 1978; 

Kerr & Bowen, 1988). First, individuals can defuse their thoughts from emotions and become 

more able to act in making appropriate decisions to deal with stressful conditions (intrapsychic 

dimension). Secondly, individuals can sustain authentic relationships with significant others 

while maintaining their individuality (interpersonal dimension). In the case of the lack of a 

greater DoS within the family system, triangles emerge as symptoms. According to Kerr and 

Bowen (1988), a triangle comprises a trio of individuals or family members. Triangles emerge 

because interpersonal interactions can become tense and anxious over time, especially in 

stressful conditions (e.g., conflicts). Triangling is the presence of a third party (e.g., child, 

parent, friend, or therapist) in a dyadic relationship to relieve personal or dyadic anxiety and 

tension (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Families with greater chronic anxiety are more susceptible to 

triangling, which frequently occurs between two parents and a child.  

Bell et al. (2001) categorized parent-initiated triangles into four categories. First, the 

dyad can address their conflicts constructively in the balanced type, where family members are 

equidistant from enmeshed relationships. Secondly, the child can be drawn into a dyadic 
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conflict, the mediator type, where children act as a bridge between parents and have closer 

relationships with either parent than the parents do. Thirdly, cross-generational coalition 

emerges when one parent and one child take a stand against the other parent (i.e., side-taking). 

Fourthly, scapegoating reflects the child’s position being pushed out to stabilize the dyadic 

relationship. Instead of concentrating on their marriage, the dyad is more concerned with the 

child’s matters (or problems). Dyads (emotionally) take sides against their scapegoated 

children. The couple’s capacity for handling emotional stress will determine whether the child 

is affected by the conflict. The healthier the dyadic relationship with stress, the less likely 

children are part of the triangle. Although BFST links substance abuse with DoS (i.e., 

alcoholism, Bowen, 1978), limited research carried out on triangling indicates substantial 

adverse outcomes on children, including substance abuse (Pinheiro et al., 2006). However, to 

the best of the authors’ knowledge, no study has inspected triangling in relation to internet or 

social media addiction. 

Triangling is a symptom in a nuclear family's emotional system that disturbs family 

boundaries, resulting in underdevelopment of individuality for young adults (Kerr & Bowen, 

1988). From a cultural standpoint, Türkiye offers an ideal context for the present study's 

variables because Turkish families have both individualistic and emotionally interdependent 

characteristics (İmamoğlu, 2003; Kağıtçıbaşı, 2007). Although Turkish families typically have 

interdependence (Sunar & Fişek, 2005), which contributes to the identity formation of Turkish 

children (Karakitapoğlu-Aygun, 2004), intergenerational hierarchy is not considered a threat 

to children's self-growth or individuation (Kağıtçıbaşı, 2007). Triangling is a psychological 

construct that originated in Western culture. However, how it manifests in Turkish culture 

(where autonomy and interrelatedness are equally important) and whether triangling predicts 

behavioral addictions makes the examination of these issues among a Turkish sample of 

particular interest. 
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Rationale for the present study 

There appears to be an overlap between several of Griffiths’ (2005) criteria for internet 

and social media addiction, and experiential avoidance. For instance, mood modification 

indicates a coping mechanism for addicts’ own relief against unwanted emotions and mood 

states (e.g., stress, anxiety). Therefore, they may consistently turn to substances and/or 

behaviors that reliably change or regulate their mood state. An individual’s primary method of 

mood modification or emotional regulation may be a factor in the development of addictive 

behavior. Mood modification in internet or social media addictions may reflect experiential 

avoidance because addicts continually ignore their negative emotions and thoughts and try to 

modify such aversive stimuli through excessive internet or social media use.   

The literal and appraisal features of an individual’s language and cognition provide the 

basis for comprehending the destructive effects of experiential avoidance (Blackledge & Hayes 

2001). For instance, in a family system, a male university student may have a rigid feeling of 

distance toward the father because of the mother-son side-taking (cross-generational coalition). 

The son may have a cognitive appraisal of ‘father hurts my mom’ (cognition) which may result 

in the feeling of ‘anger’ (emotion) toward the father. Through the chronic repetition of this 

cycle with dyadic conflicts and the involvement of the son in side-taking (cross-generational 

coalition), the son may begin to distance emotionally and physically from the father (behavioral 

disposition). On the other hand, having such negative feelings (i.e., anger, hate) against the 

father may be confusing and aversive for the student because of  feeling guilty for hating the 

father. The student may label such an experience (regarding emotions) with the connotation of 

being ‘uncomfortable’ as the inherent characteristic of the emotion itself.  

However, it is not the emotion itself, which causes the feeling of being uncomfortable, 

but labeling it in this way. When the appraisal of  ‘this feeling is annoying’ is more predominant 

than ‘this is a feeling, and I appraise it as uncomfortable’, the student may emotionally suffer 
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and seek dysfunctional behavioral strategies to regulate emotions. Instead of accepting and 

processing the experiences (i.e., emotions or cognitions), the student continually uses avoidant 

behaviors (such as potentially addictive behaviors). For the present study, it is speculated that 

excessive internet or social media use may be one of the dysfunctional coping mechanisms 

among some youth when they need to regulate the challenging emotions or feelings that arise 

in their involvement in triangles, which in turn, worsens with experiential avoidance. Research 

also supports a similar mechanism that father-child alienation results in internet addiction (Lei 

& Wu, 2007). Moreover, family conflicts have been associated with experiential avoidance and 

emotional symptoms (i.e., depression) (Biglan et al., 2015). However, to date, no previous 

research has ever examined the mediating role of experiential avoidance examining the 

associations between family-of-origin variables (i.e., triangling) and social media/internet 

addictions from an integrative perspective. The present study formulated three hypotheses: 

• H1 (triangling in family of origin to experiential avoidance to social media addiction): 

Experiential avoidance will mediate the structural path from triangling to social media 

addiction. Individuals involved more in triangling will report greater experiential 

avoidance, increasing social media addiction. 

• H2 (triangling in family of origin to experiential avoidance to internet addiction): 

Experiential avoidance will mediate the structural path from triangling to internet 

addiction. Individuals involved more in triangling will report greater experiential 

avoidance, increasing internet addiction. 

• H3 (triangling in family of origin to experiential avoidance to internet addiction to social 

media addiction): Experiential avoidance and internet addiction will indirectly (serially) 

mediate the structural path from triangling to social media addiction. Individuals 

involved more in triangling will report greater experiential avoidance, increasing 
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internet addiction. Moreover, participants with greater experiential avoidance and 

internet addiction (serially) will report higher social media addiction. 

 

Figure 1. Study’s structural model representing the hypotheses 

Method 

Participants and sampling 

The sample comprised 839 undergraduate students (597 females [71.2%] and 242 male 

[28.8%]) from more than 50 universities across several regions of Türkiye. Data collection for 

the study utilized purposive sampling (because all participants had to be an active user of social 

media and the internet). The majority were aged between 18 and 25 years old (90.7%) (M = 

21.67 years, SD = 4.03). The participants spent more (daily) time on the internet (M = 5.43 

hours, SD = 2.86) than on social media (M = 3.05 years, SD = 1.81). However, it is impossible 

to spend more time on social media than the internet because social media use is a type of 

internet use. Table 1 indicates that the most frequently used social media platform by 

participants was Instagram (89.9%). 

Table 1. Social media use and internet use by participants (N=839) 
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 N % 
Social media 
platforms 

Instagram 750 89.9 
Twitter 541 64.9 
Facebook 271 32.5 
Others 134 16.1 

Purpose of social 
media use 

Being informed about events and other people 657 78.6 
Having fun 619 74.0 
Following people and institutions 579 69.3 
Having contact with old friends 388 46.4 
Having more about interests 383 45.8 
Being known by people 316 37.8 
Joining groups 203 24.3 
Having new friends 94 11.2 

 Other 14 1.7 
Purpose of 
internet use 

Searching on the information 765 91.2 
Watching films and videos 749 89.3 
Searching for education 740 88.2 
Communication 738 88.0 
Music 696 83.0 
Shopping 665 79.3 
Online education 647 77.1 
Internet banking 529 63.1 
Socializing 492 58.6 
Games 313 37.3 

Content of social 
media posts 

Photographs/videos 559 66.6 
Stories 555 66.2 
Opinions 305 36.4 
Personal issues 179 21.3 

Note. Some questions resulted in multiple answers. 
 

Measures 

Triangular Relationship Inventory (TRI): The TRI (Bresin et al., 2017; Turkish version: 

Kurşuncu & Baştemur, 2020) was used to assess triangling in family-of-origin. It comprises 24 

items (e.g., “My parents handle tension between one another without including me”) rated on 

a five-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The TRI’s scores 

range from 24 to 120, and higher scores indicate higher triangling. In the present study, the 

Cronbach’s alpha and McDonald’s omega coefficients of the TRI total were .85 and .86 

respectively. 

Young’s Internet Addiction Test-Short Form (YIAT-SF): The short form of the YIAT-SF 

(original version: Young, 1998; short-form version: Pawlikowski et al., 2013; Turkish short-
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form version: Kutlu et al., 2016) assesses internet addiction. It comprises 12 items (e.g., “How 

often do you stay online longer than you planned?”) rated on a five‐point Likert scale from 1 

(never) to 5 (always). The scores range from 12 to 60, and higher scores indicate higher level 

of internet addiction. In the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha and McDonald’s omega 

coefficients of the YIAT-SF were both .88. 

Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale (BSMAS): The BSMAS (Andreassen et al., 2016; Turkish 

version: Demirci, 2019) assesses social media addiction. The BSMAS has six items (e.g., 

“Have you used social media to forget about your personal problems?”) rated on a five‐point 

Likert scale from 1 (rarely) to 5 (quite often). The scores range from 6 to 30. Higher scores 

show higher risk of being addicted to social media use. In the present study, the Cronbach’s 

alpha and McDonald’s omega coefficients of the BSMAS were both .80. 

Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-II (AAQ-II): The AAQ-II (Bond et al., 2011; Turkish 

version: Yavuz et al., 2016) assesses experiential avoidance (EA). The AAQ-II has seven items 

(e.g., “Emotions cause problems in my life”) rated on a seven-point Likert scale from 1 (never 

true) to 7 (always true). The scores range from 7 to 49, and higher scores indicate higher EA 

(i.e., lower psychological flexibility). In the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha and 

McDonald’s omega coefficients of the AAQ were both. 88. 

Demographic Information Form: The survey also included questions related to age, gender, 

the name of the university participants enrolled in, the names of social media platforms that 

participants use, the purposes that participants used social media and internet, daily estimated 

frequency of social media and internet use in hours, and what kind of content is shared on social 

media. 

Procedure, ethics, and data analysis 

The Social and Human Sciences Ethics Committee at Ordu University granted ethical 

approval. The data were gathered via online survey method (due to COVID-19 conditions) 
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between November 2020 to January 2021 in Türkiye. The opening page of Google Forms 

included a consent form where participants could declare their intent to take part voluntarily. 

A link to the study was sent via students’ WhatsApp groups along with the purpose of the study. 

These WhatsApp groups were created by university students (during the COVID-19 pandemic) 

to maintain coordination among students and academic members concerning their distance 

education. Researchers reached academics at different universities and departments via 

personal contact (e.g., telephone call, e-mail, or WhatsApp) and asked them to share the study 

link with their students. Since the aim was to reach as many students from different universities 

as possible, no criteria (e.g., a specific course or class level)  were determined for potential 

participants.  

Preliminary analyses to carry out the descriptive statistics was carried out using SPSS 

22. Maximum Likelihood Estimation was utilized via bootstrapping because it is robust to the 

data’s multivariate non-normality (MLE in AMOS 24; Arbuckle, 2016) . The fit indices and 

the cutoff values for SEM results were χ2/df-ratio < 5 close fit; NNFI≥ .90 of acceptable fit; 

and close fit: .05 <RMSEA < .08 (Schumacker & Lomax, 2016); SRMR < .08 (Browne & 

Cudeck, 1993); and CFI ≥ .93 (Byrne, 2010). Item parcels in the mediation model were applied 

to adjust inflated measurement (or correlated) errors, and the bias in structural parameters 

(Bandalos, 2002), as some of the scales had many items relating to a single latent variable (e.g., 

24 items for triangling; 12 items for internet addiction). Therefore, four parcels for triangling 

and three for internet addiction as measurement indicators were produced within the model. 

The individual items of triangling and internet addiction were assigned to these parcels using 

a random assignment technique on the mean values of the items from highest to lowest (Little 

et al., 2002).   

Results 

Data preparation, descriptive statistics, and bivariate correlations 
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Because incomplete online surveys could not be submitted, there were no missing data. 

The data were free from outliers, and skewness (highest, 1.28) and kurtosis (highest, 1.33) 

values were within required limits (Kline, 2011). The associations did not exceed the cutoff 

value. 90 (Kline 2011) among study variables (r = .69 max.) with the tolerance values well 

above .20 for each variable (minimum tolerance = .52). No violation of linearity and 

homoscedasticity was observed. The sample exhibited low ranging scores for triangling (M = 

61.45, SD = 15.37), EA (M = 24.31, SD = 9.15), internet addiction (M = 27.25, SD = 8.04), and 

social media addiction (M = 16.10, SD = 5.35) (Table 1). All study variables were significantly 

correlated, and internet addiction and social media addiction had the strongest bivariate Pearson 

correlation (r = .69, p<.01). 

Table 2. Descriptives, bivariate Pearson correlations, and reliabilities (N=839)  
 1.  2.  3.  4.  
1.Triangling -    
2.Experiential Avoidance .31** -   
3.Internet Addiction .17** .39** -  
4.Social-Media Addiction .19** .38** .69** - 
M 61.45 24.31 27.25 16.10 
SD 15.37 9.15 8.04 5.35 
Range 24-106 7-49 12-60 6-30 

Note. ** p<0.01; * p<0.05 level (two-tailed).  
Measurement invariance 

Gender differences in the model were investigated with the four-phase (configural, metric, 

scalar, and error variance invariance; Milfont & Fischer, 2010) via the JASP Team (2019). The 

changes in ΔTLI, ΔCFI, and ΔRMSEA between -0.01 and 0.01 were examined (Cheung & 

Rensvold, 2002). The changes in four steps were 0.006 for TLI; 0.002 for RMSEA, and 0.003 

for CFI, in which the model was speculated to be gender invariant. 

Mediation model 

As can be seen in Figure 1, the model investigated the indirect relationships between triangling 

and EA in predicting the scores for internet addiction and social media addiction. Analysis 

found a moderate model fit of χ2 (162) = 703.28, p<.001; χ2/df-ratio = 4.34, CFI = .94, NNFI 
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= .93, SRMR = .04, RMSEA = .063 (90% CI=.058-.068). Factor loadings ranged significantly 

between .55 and .90 in the model. Triangling accounted for 13% of the variation in EA. 

Together, triangling and EA accounted for 20% of the variation in internet addiction. Overall, 

triangling, EA, and internet addiction together explained 65% of the variance in social media 

addiction. The direct effects of triangling on internet addiction (β =.03) and social media 

addiction (β = .04) were not significant. 

 

 

Figure 2. Standardized coeefficients and paths of mediation model (** p<.001, * p<.05) 

H1 (triangling in family of origin to experiential avoidance to social media addiction) 

The path from triangling (β = .01, p<.015, [CI=.00, .01]) to social media addiction (via 

experiential avoidance) was significant, and experiential avoidance fully explained the 

relationship as a mediator. In sum, when university students had higher scores of triangling, 

they tended to report more avoidance attitudes and have a greater level of social media 

addiction. 
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H2 (triangling in family of origin to experiential avoidance to internet addiction) 

The path from triangling (β = .11, p<.015, [CI=.08, .14]) to internet addiction (via experiential 

avoidance) was significant, and experiential avoidance fully explained the relationship as a 

mediator. In sum, when university students had higher scores of triangling, they tended to 

report more avoidance attitudes and have a greater level internet addiction. 

H3 (triangling in family of origin to experiential avoidance to internet addiction to social media 

addiction) 

The path of triangling (β = .03, p<.010, [CI=.02, .04]) on social media addiction (via 

experiential avoidance to internet addiction) was significant. In sum, when university students 

had higher scores of triangling, they tended to report more avoidance attitudes and have greater 

levels of internet addiction and social media addiction. 

Discussion 

Triangling in family of origin to experiential avoidance to social media addiction (H1)  

The first hypothesis examined if triangling predicted social media addiction via 

experiential avoidance. The analysis indicated statistically significant indirect relationships on 

the full mediating role of experiential avoidance. More specifically, triangling did not directly 

correlate with social media addiction unless Turkish university students reported experiential 

avoidance. Previous research with Turkish samples has associated triangling (i.e., cross-

generational coalitions) to social media addiction. Children, especially those who felt caught 

up in the middle of parental dysfunction, have reported higher levels of social media addiction, 

and may use social media excessively as a way to excape such an unpleasant circumstance 

(Bilgin et al., 2020). Similarly, the participants in the current study may have been coping with 

their aversive inner experience of exposure to triangling in their family of origin by increasing 

their social media and internet use.  

Triangling in family of origin to experiential avoidance to internet addiction (H2) 
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The findings regarding the second hypothesis indicated that triangling predicted 

internet addiction via experiential avoidance, and that triangling did not directly contribute to 

internet addiction unless participants reported experiential avoidance. However, experiential 

avoidance may also emerge in university students’ cognitions. Theoretical approaches in the 

study (i.e., ACT and BFST) indicated individuals’ ability to defuse or differentiate themselves 

from thoughts. Such an ability prevents that thought from appearing as an individual’s unique 

reality. ACT (Hayes, 2004) defines the construct of cognitive fusion, which sustains 

experiential avoidance. A Turkish university student may have a mediating position in a 

triangle with the unconscious mind of ‘as a good child, I need to reconcile my parents’ in which 

a feeling of self-blame otherwise arises. Such a thought reflects a typical example of cognitive 

distortions in interpersonal relationships. The association between social media addiction or 

internet addiction and cognitive distortions (e.g., perfectionism) in interpersonal relationships 

has also been supported by research examining Turkish samples (Bilgin et al., 2020; Çelik & 

Odacı, 2013; Şahan & Erarslan-Çapan, 2017). Although the present study did not examine 

participants' interpersonal cognitive distortions, their cognitive fusion levels, which may result 

in the personalization or over-responsibility of their parent’s marital tension, have also 

contributed to their experiential avoidance levels.  

Triangling in family of origin to experiential avoidance to internet addiction to social media 

addiction (H3) 

The indirect effect’s direction in the first hypothesis was not changed when internet 

addiction was involved in the model. The current study theoretically consolidated the 

association between triangling and internet addiction through experiential avoidance and social 

media addiction. This finding confirmed H3 because previous studies have reported a positive 

association between internet use/addiction and social media addiction among Turkish samples 

(e.g., Kircaburun, 2016; Sariçam & Adam Karduz, 2018), similar to Far East (e.g., Leung, 
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2014), and US samples (Longstreet & Brooks, 2017). However, there is a difference between 

being addicted to the internet and using the internet as a tool for other addictions (Griffiths, 

2000). For instance, gaming and gambling addicts who use the medium of internet to engage 

in their chosen behaviors are not internet addicts – they are gambling and gaming addicts. 

Griffiths’ distinction may also be valid for problematic social media use because the purposes 

for using social media (i.e., self-presentation or social acceptance, Nadkarni & Hofmann, 2012) 

may differ from more general internet use. Likewise, when the data in the present study were 

examined descriptively, it was found that the reasons for social media use were mostly related 

to social interactions (i.e., being known by people) whereas the reasons for internet use were 

wider and included reasons such as information gathering (i.e., searching for information or 

education). Furthermore, H3 in the structural model may also indicate that internet addiction 

predicts the social media addiction, and the present study’s findings may also contribute to the 

research emphasizing the need to focus on sub-types of internet addiction rather than internet 

addiction in general (Su et al., 2020). 

Triangling is one of the boundary violation constellations (Mayseless & Scharf, 2009), 

reflecting Kerr and Bowen’s (1988) ‘closed’ family relationship systems that exacerbate family 

members’ functioning symptoms. For instance, in a previous study, triangling and global 

family stress predicted social media addiction among a Turkish sample (e.g., Bilgin et al., 

2020). Moreover, dysfunctional families may experience more triangling and problematic 

internet use unless children have higher self-esteem (van Dijk et al., 2021). Experiential 

avoidance in the present study may have also buffered the association between triangling and 

social media addiction or internet addiction (similar to self-esteem). When university students 

in the present sample had higher psychological flexibility (i.e., lower experiential avoidance), 

they may have been more likely to report lower triangling and social media/internet addiction. 

Lastly, adolescents who live with their parents are more likely exposed to triangling than those 
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who do not live with their parents (Wang et al., 2017). Given that the data in the present study 

were collected during the COVID-19 pandemic where most participants lived with their 

extended families due to distance education conditions, they may have been exposed to more 

triangling than before the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Implications for theory and research 

The findings confirmed the original theoretical structure of triangling being associated 

with dysfunctioning patterns (e.g., addictions) among family members. The results are valuable 

because they showed how Turkish university students tended to cope with dysfunctional family 

relationship mechanisms especially during the COVID-19 pandemic conditions. Further 

research with similar integrative perspectives is needed across diverse cultural groups to see 

whether these constructs are employed similarly. The results here can aid researchers and 

practitioners to revise their focus or practice and assist them in developing their interventions. 

For instance, academics in mental health fields (i.e., psychological counseling, psychiatry) may 

assist universities’ psychological counseling centers by constructing psychosocial intervention 

programs on internet addiction and social media addiction using integrative theoretical models 

comparable to the model outlined in the present study. Moreover, cognitive defusion is a salient 

factor in tandem with experiential avoidance. Further studies may consider including this 

variable in their models to investigate how these constructs explain social media and internet 

addiction among university students.  

Implications for practice  

Psychological counselors should be aware of triangling’s association with excessive 

social media or internet use and develop strategies for de-triangling. Practitioners can help 

university students in three interrelated ways on Titelman’s (2008) configurations: (i) assisting 

university students to refine their skills to maintain a “neutral, person-to-person contact” 

(Titelman, 2008, p. 48) in their emotionally dysfunctional family context. These skills provide 
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a more objective evaluation of the emotional functioning patterns of individuals’ own families. 

Nevertheless, this objective focus reflects an initial step. The ultimate goal should be towards 

a more functional family relationship without having emotional symptoms (e.g., emotional 

distance); (ii) assisting university students to act emotionally less reactively in their family 

relationships by practicing self-regulation and self-observation skills regarding their cognitions 

and feelings. This skill may also reflect higher DoS (and lower triangling), indicating a 

theoretical concurrence with the concept of cognitive defusion (Hayes et al., 1999) which 

reflects more psychological flexibility; (iii) assisting university students’ skills to keep 

themselves out of the family’s dysfunctional emotional system without emotionally distancing. 

This would mean they can be more aware of their family’s dysfunctional mechanisms by also 

evaluating their contribution to those mechanisms. 

Limitations 

The present study has a number of limitations. The participants mainly lived with their family 

of origin during the data collection. Future research examining triangling should utilize samples 

including university students who live apart from their parents. The findings were based on the 

self-reports of the participants. Intergenerational interviews with parents are needed alongside 

children’s self-reports for a more accurate evaluation of triangles. The sample was also gender 

imbalanced given that the majority of the participants were female (71.2%). Future studies 

should be more demographically representative (e.g., gender-balanced) to improve 

representativeness. Moreover, longitudinal studies may provide better empirical evidence for 

evaluating changes in triangling and how university students respond to these dysfunctional 

mechanisms (i.e., triangling, EA). 

Conclusions  

Overall, triangling was negatively associated with university students’ psychological 

functioning (i.e., experiential avoidance) and may predict the development of internet and 
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social media addiction. The present study highlights the integration of experiential avoidance 

into the model which tend to exacerbate dysfunctional family dynamics (i.e., triangling), and 

social media/internet addiction among university students. However, higher psychological 

flexibility with acceptance of experiences in the family-of-origin and commitment behaviors 

(i.e., detriangling with an effort to higher DoS) can protect university students from the harmful 

effects of social media use and internet use. Moreover, as university students navigate their 

interpersonal relationships, they must cultivate healthy coping mechanisms (i.e., cognitive 

defusion) to regulate unpleasant emotions. Therefore, the potential harms associated with 

triangling and promoting mental health strategies need to be addressed to prevent addiction and 

increase psychological well-being among university students. 
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