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Objective: The present study was conducted with the aim of investigating the
mediating role of Alexithymia in the relationship between childhood trauma and
internet addiction, with an emphasis on the Interaction of Person-Affect-
Cognition-Execution (I-PACE) model in adolescents.

Methods and Materials: This study was descriptive-correlational and utilized
structural equation modeling. The population consisted of adolescents aged 15 to
18 years on social networks in the year 2023. The sample size was 211
individuals, selected through purposive sampling. Data were collected using the
Toronto Alexithymia Scale, Young's Internet Addiction Test, and Bernstein's
Childhood Trauma Questionnaire and analyzed using SPSS and AMOS software
through path analysis.

Findings: The results showed that Alexithymia plays a mediating role in the
relationship between childhood trauma and internet addiction in adolescents
(P<0.01).

Conclusion: Therefore, it is suggested that programs designed and implemented
to reduce internet addiction should take into account Alexithymia and aim to
repair childhood traumas.

Keywords: Alexithymia, Childhood Trauma, Internet Addiction.
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1. Introduction

nternet use has become one of the most popular leisure

activities worldwide. In Vietnam, since the official
connection to the internet in 1997, internet users have
increased significantly, reaching 68.72 million people by
January 2021, equivalent to 70.3% of the population. The
average daily internet use/access time for Vietnamese
individuals was 6.5 hours. Notably, 70.1% of internet users
in Vietnam were reported to be between the ages of 13 and
34 (Nguyen et al., 2022). A study in 2016 revealed that 72%
of Vietnamese individuals aged 15 to 24 use the internet,
with 74% of them reported to be at high risk of cyberbullying
(Restrepo et al., 2020). The popularity of the internet among
teenagers poses challenges for parents in protecting their
children from excessive internet use and its negative impacts
from the cyber world (Parsakia & Rostami, 2023; Parsakia,
Rostami, Darbani, et al., 2023; Parsakia, Rostami, Saadati,
& Navabinejad, 2023). Excessive internet use may display
similar patterns and have similar negative consequences in
the lives of youth and adolescents compared to other
addictive behaviors (Shapira et al., 2003; Young, 2004).
From the parents' perspective, adolescents’ attachment to the
internet may lead to withdrawal from daily activities,
changes in psychological states and behaviors, and negative
impacts on the quality of parent-child relationships (Li et al.,
2021; Restrepo et al., 2020; Shek et al., 2018; van den
Eijnden et al., 2010). Studies have shown that internet
addiction can lead to headaches, earaches, changes in brain
structure, decreased life satisfaction, negative self-
perception, reduced academic achievement, and other
mental health issues, such as anxiety and depression
(Lozano-Blasco et al., 2022). Moreover, it was reported that
adolescents are more vulnerable to internet and mobile
phone addiction (Parsakia, Rostami, Darbani, et al., 2023;
Parsakia, Rostami, Saadati, & Navabinejad, 2023).

On the other hand, according to the Interaction of Person-
Affect-Cognition-Execution (I-PACE) model (Brand et al.,
2019), experiencing childhood trauma is a predictive factor
for addictive behaviors (Méannikkd et al., 2020). One
objective is to describe the psychological and
neurobiological processes underlying the development and
maintenance of addictive wuse of specific internet
applications, such as those used for gaming, gambling,
viewing pornography, shopping, and social networking
(Brand et al., 2019). The person component (including
specific behaviors, significant life experiences, and
especially childhood) represents the individual's main

136

Journal of Assessment and Research in Applied Counselling 6:2 (2024) 135-143

characteristics that are likely involved in the addiction
process as predisposing variables (Brand et al., 2016).
Among these, negative childhood experiences have been
reported as vulnerability factors for addictive behavior
disorders (Roberts et al., 2017; Schneider et al., 2017),
findings that align with recent theoretical considerations on
the role of attachment in addictive behaviors (Alvarez-
Monjaras et al., 2019). A core idea of this model is that the
development of problematic and addictive behavior occurs
in the interaction between individuals' predisposing
variables and specific aspects that certain situations present.
These interactions lead to satisfying and compensatory
experiences associated with specific behaviors. In the early
stages, individuals might perceive external stimuli (such as
exposure to behavior-related stimuli) or internal ones (such
as negative or very positive moods) in certain situations.
These perceptions may lead to emotional and cognitive
responses, resulting in increased attention to these stimuli
and insistence on engaging in specific ways, for example,
insistence on using the internet (Stark et al., 2018).

Addictive behaviors, such as online gaming, may lead to
a sense of satisfaction or escape from negative emotional
states (Laier & Brand, 2017). These experiences
subsequently alter the mental reward expectations associated
with specific behaviors. They may also modify individual
coping styles. For example, if individuals learn that online
gaming is effective in generating positive emotions or
avoiding negative emotional states, they may generalize this
expectation to perceive internet and virtual space use as
useful for coping with emotions in everyday life (Laier et al.,
2018). Over time, this link between emotional and cognitive
responses, decision-making for behaving in specific ways,
satisfying and compensatory experiences, and specific
behavioral expectations may strengthen. Consequently,
controlling  behaviors  through  general inhibitory
mechanisms may become more difficult, and decision-
making for engaging in specific behaviors may be more
driven by impulsive/reactive responses to stimuli (Brand et
al., 2019). In the later stages of the addiction process,
although this change may be gradual, the mentioned
associations may increasingly strengthen, leading to habitual
behaviors that may feel automatic and uncontrollable in
certain situations. Cue reactivity and craving may evolve
from emotional and cognitive responses over time as a result
of conditioning processes (Stark et al., 2018).

Based on this model, some previous research indicates
that individuals who have experienced childhood trauma,
including physical, sexual, emotional abuse, or neglect, are
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more likely to exhibit problematic behaviors such as
excessive use of virtual spaces (Dalbudak et al., 2014; Shi et
al., 2020). On the other hand, the Interaction of Person-
Affect-Cognition-Execution (I-PACE) model distinguishes
between the initial and later stages of the process to clearly
demonstrate the potentially different roles of moderating and
mediating variables depending on the stage of addiction
(Brand et al., 2019).

In this context, research (Hong et al., 2018) has shown
that the experience of emotional neglect in childhood can
predict emotional problems in individuals. It is assumed that
victims unconsciously adopt Alexithymia to cut off the
enduring emotional distress by preventing access to their
inner feelings (Chung et al., 2016; Meganck et al., 2013).
Expressly, the emergence of Alexithymia can be considered
as an unconscious inhibitory response that itself serves as a
defensive mechanism to suppress intense and negative
emotions (Chung et al., 2016; Kooiman et al., 1998). Thus,
Alexithymia may act as another mediator in the relationship
between trauma-induced harm from the past and
psychological distress, a case that has been supported in
several studies (Chen & Chung, 2016; Chung et al., 2013;
Chung et al., 2016; Chung & Hunt, 2014).

As one of the specific personality traits, the relationship
between Alexithymia and internet addiction among youths
and adolescents has been extensively studied (Chen &
Chung, 2016; Hahn et al., 2017). Alexithymia is a
multidimensional construct that falls within the framework
of emotional disorder and is characterized by a reduced
ability to identify and describe feelings, difficulty in
distinguishing between feelings and bodily sensations,
limited imaginal processes, and impoverished introspection
(Baghby et al., 1994). As a relatively stable personality trait,
Alexithymia represents a set of characteristics that reflect the
challenges individuals face in processing emotions at
emotional and cognitive levels. It mainly includes difficulty
in identifying feelings, difficulty in describing feelings, and
constricted imaginal processes (Del Bianco et al., 2023;
Ditzer et al.,, 2023; Dong et al., 2023). Specifically,
individuals who have difficulty identifying and describing
feelings are likely to exhibit problems with emotional self-
regulation, where emotional distress is often accompanied
by problematic behaviors (Chen & Chung, 2016; Chung et
al., 2013). Furthermore, previous research has shown that
adolescents, unlike adults who can better regulate their
emotions, tend to suppress or stifle their emotions and are
easily influenced by negative emotions. This may lead them
to view smartphones as an excellent tool for escaping reality,
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hiding their emotions, and avoiding displaying emotional
responses (Parsakia & Rostami, 2023; Peters & Allan, 2016;
Roberts et al., 2015), thereby exacerbating their excessive
dependency on these devices. Studies have shown that
Alexithymia is closely associated with a tendency to seek
external emotional regulation through compulsive behaviors
and the expression of negative emotions (Hong et al., 2018).
The Alexithymia stress hypothesis states that individuals
with Alexithymia traits perform negative and exaggerated
evaluations of their environment due to improper description
of their emotions, thereby affecting their assessment of
challenges and threats and ultimately putting themselves in
stressful situations (Basharat, 2013). Alexithymia plays a
fundamental role in various addiction disorders. For
instance, logistic regression analysis showed that
Alexithymia is a significant predictor of internet addiction
(Karaer & Akdemir, 2019; Lyversetal., 2021; Mohebi et al.,
2020).

Given the above and due to the lack of cohesive and
sufficient studies examining the variable, especially with an
emphasis on the mediating role of Alexithymia, the present
research investigates the mediating role of Alexithymia in
the relationship between trauma and internet addiction in
adolescents.

2. Methods and Materials
2.1.  Study Design and Participants

This study is descriptive-analytical, correlational, and
employs path analysis. The population of the study consisted
of adolescents aged 15 to 18 in 2023, from whom 250
individuals were selected as samples through purposive
sampling from social network users, and research
questionnaires were distributed among them. They were then
asked to respond to the questionnaire items. After
eliminating incomplete questionnaires, the sample size was
reduced to 211 individuals. Entry criteria for the study
included being a social network user, willing to participate
in the research, aged between 15 to 18, and having an
average economic status. Exit criteria from the study
included unwillingness to participate, incomplete
questionnaire filling, and having a chronic physical illness.
To adhere to ethical issues, the confidentiality of information
was fully preserved by the researcher, and all research
execution efforts were made to ensure no harm was inflicted
on the participants.
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2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Internet Addiction

Developed by Young (1988), this test is among the most
reputable tools for assessing internet addiction. It comprises
20 items based on the criteria of the fourth edition of the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(DSM-IV-TR) by the American Psychiatric Association for
diagnosing pathological gambling. The items are scored on
a five-point Likert scale ranging from rarely=1,
sometimes=2, often=3, most of the time=4, to always=5. The
scores classify individuals into three categories: normal
internet users (scores 20 to 49), users experiencing problems
due to excessive use (scores 50 to 79), and addicted users
(scores 80 to 100), indicating dependency and the need for
treatment. In the study by Young and colleagues (1988), the
test demonstrated an internal reliability above 0.92, and its
test-retest reliability was also reported as significant. Alavi
and colleagues (2010) identified five factors in the Persian
version of the test: "excessive time spent on the internet,”
"using the internet for  psychological relief,"
"preoccupation,” "compulsive use of chat rooms,” and
"neglect of work and academic duties." Additionally, they
reported two types of validity, content and discriminative
(r=0.5), and three types of reliability, test-retest (r=0.79),
internal consistency (r=0.88), and split-half (r=0.82),
establishing the best clinical cut-off point for this test as 46.

2.2.2. Childhood Trauma

Developed by Bernstein et al. (2003) to assess childhood
traumas and abuses, the CTQ is a screening tool for
identifying individuals with experiences of abuse and
neglect during childhood. It is applicable to both adults and
adolescents, measuring five types of maltreatment: sexual
abuse, physical abuse, emotional abuse, emotional neglect,
and physical neglect. The questionnaire consists of 28
questions, with 25 dedicated to assessing the main
components and 3 aimed at identifying individuals who deny
their childhood issues. In the study by Bernstein et al.
(2003), Cronbach's alpha coefficients for the dimensions of
emotional abuse, physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional
neglect, and physical neglect were reported as 0.87, 0.86,
0.95, 0.89, and 0.78, respectively. Concurrent validity with
therapists' ratings of childhood traumas ranged between 0.59
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and 0.78 (Bernstein et al., 2003). In Iran, Ebrahimi,
Dezhkam, and Seghatoleslam reported Cronbach's alpha for
the five components between 0.81 and 0.98 in their article
on childhood traumas and adult suicidal behavior (Ebrahimi
etal., 2014).

2.2.3.  Alexithymia

Introduced by Bagby, Parker, and Taylor (1994), the
Toronto Alexithymia Scale has 20 items and measures three
subscales:  difficulty identifying feelings, difficulty
describing feelings, and external-oriented thinking. The
scoring is based on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). A total Alexithymia score is
calculated from the sum of the three subscales. This scale is
suitable for both clinical and general populations and can be
administered individually or in groups. Its psychometric
properties have been examined and validated in numerous
studies (Bagby et al., 1994; Parker et al., 2001). Besharat
(2014) reported Cronbach's alpha coefficients for total
Alexithymia and the three subscales as 0.85, 0.82, 0.75, and
0.72, respectively. Test-retest reliability of the Toronto
Alexithymia Scale-20 in a sample of 67 individuals over four
weeks ranged from 0.70 to 0.77 for total Alexithymia and
different subscales. Concurrent validity of the Toronto
Alexithymia Scale-20 was confirmed through correlations
between its subscales and measures of emotional
intelligence, psychological well-being, and psychological
distress (Basharat, 2013). In the current study, the
questionnaire's reliability, assessed by Cronbach's alpha,
was found to be 0.83.

2.3. Data analysis

Statistical analysis was conducted using SPSS version 25
and AMOS version 24, employing Pearson correlation
coefficients and path analysis.

3. Findings and Results

The mean age of the participants in the study was 16.014
+ 1.189. Descriptive statistics including mean, standard
deviation, skewness, and kurtosis were used to analyze and
describe the data obtained from the sample, with results
reported in Table 1.
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Table 1

Descriptive Statistics of Research Variables

Journal of Assessment and Research in Applied Counselling 6:2 (2024) 135-143

Variables Skewness Kurtosis Standard Deviation Mean

Internet Addiction -0.387 0.232 22.542 56.473
Difficulty Identifying Feelings -0.078 0.397 5.334 19.687
Difficulty Describing Feelings -0.248 0.203 3.955 14.146
External-Oriented Thinking -0.063 0.234 5.876 22.682
Emotional Abuse -1.268 0.124 5.849 14.113
Physical Abuse -1.196 0.281 5.770 14.066
Sexual Abuse -1.264 0.211 4.766 11.146
Emotional Neglect -1.215 0.205 4671 11.203
Sexual Neglect -1.386 0.165 4.878 11.284

Table 1 presents the means and standard deviations for
variables such as internet addiction, Alexithymia, and
childhood traumas. Figure 1 shows the structural model of
the study variables, examining the mediating role of

Figure 1

A Summary of the Model with Standard (Beta) Coefficients

Alexithymia in the relationship between childhood trauma
and internet addiction. Table 2 presents the results of the
examination of the direct effects of the study variables.

:

|[am ]|

Table 2

Estimation of Direct Effect Coefficients of Research Variables

Path Variable Standard Coefficients  Unstandardized Coefficients  t-Statistic  Significance
Childhood Abuse ---> Alexithymia Alexithymia 0.460 0.497 7.107 0.001
Childhood Abuse ---> Internet Addiction Internet Addiction  0.181 0.869 2.578 0.010
Alexithymia ---> Internet Addiction Internet Addiction  0.355 1.581 4.973 0.001

According to the results in Table 2, the direct path
coefficients in the model are significant. The findings
indicate that childhood trauma has a direct and significant
effect on Alexithymia (t = 7.107, P < 0.01), with an effect
size of 0.46; also, the direct effect of childhood trauma on
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internet addiction is significant (t = 2.578, P < 0.01), with an
effect size of 0.18. The direct effect of Alexithymia on
internet addiction is also significant (t = 4.973, P < 0.01),
with an effect size of 0.355. The parameters for measuring
indirect relationships are also presented in Table 3.
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Table 3

Estimates of Indirect Effect Coefficients of Research Variables
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Indirect Path Indirect Path Standard Lower Confidence Upper Confidence p
Coefficient Error Interval Interval
Childhood Abuse > Alexithymia > Internet 0.164 0.035 0.100 0.235 0.001

Addiction

The results in Table 3 show that the level of significance
for the mediated path has been met. Therefore, it can be
concluded that Alexithymia plays a mediating role in the

Table 4

Estimates of Indirect Effect Coefficients of Research Variables

relationship between childhood traumas and internet
addiction (P < 0.01).

Fit Indices CMIN/DF NFI GFlI RMSEA
Research Model 2.294 0.979 0.944 0.078
Acceptable Value 1-3 >0.90 >0.90 <0.08

As shown in Table 4, all fit indices are at a satisfactory
level, indicating that the operational model of the study has
an appropriate and significant structure. The Comparative
Fit Index (CFI), Goodness of Fit Index (GFI), and Normed
Fit Index (NFI) should be greater than 0.90, which in this
model were found to be 0.98, 0.97, and 0.94, respectively.
The Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA)
is defined as the measure of discrepancy per degree of
freedom, with values less than 0.08 indicating a good model
fit; in this study, the RMSEA is 0.078, demonstrating a good
fit of the model.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

The present research aimed to investigate the mediating
role of Alexithymia in the relationship between childhood
trauma and internet addiction in adolescents, emphasizing
the Interaction of Person-Affect-Cognition-Execution
model. The results indicated that Alexithymia mediates the
relationship between childhood trauma and internet
addiction. These findings are consistent with the results of
previous studies (Chen & Chung, 2016; Chung et al., 2013;
Chung et al., 2016; Chung & Hunt, 2014; Del Bianco et al.,
2023; Ditzer et al., 2023; Dong et al., 2023; Karaer &
Akdemir, 2019; Kooiman et al., 1998; Lyvers et al., 2021;
Mohebi et al., 2020).

Explaining these findings, it can be stated that, as
mentioned, according to the Interaction of Person-Affect-
Cognition-Execution model proposed by Brand et al. (2019),
recently used to understand the reasons behind adolescents'
addictive behaviors to the virtual space, the results point to
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the connection between human addictive behaviors and
emotional responses stimulated by personality traits (Brand
et al., 2019). From this perspective, the virtual space can be
considered a safer and less risky environment for developing
relationships. Emotional and cognitive responses lead to
decision-making for engaging in specific behaviors. The
decision to engage in a particular behavior may be driven by
two interactive systems: an impulsive/reactive system,
primarily based on associative learning (classical and
operant conditioning), and a reflective/deliberative system,
mainly related to reasoning and executive cognitive
functions (Parsakia & Rostami, 2023). In individuals with
addiction, behavior increasingly depends on the
impulsive/reactive neural systems, including limbic
structures (Noél et al., 2006). Inhibitory control related to the
prefrontal cortex over urges and desires may decrease
throughout the addiction process (Bechara, 2005; Volkow &
Morales, 2015). Combining these theoretical views, it is
plausible that the relationship between emotional and
cognitive responses to external or internal stimuli and
decision-making for engaging in specific behaviors is
influenced by the level of general inhibitory control (unlike
specific mood or stimulus inhibitory control) and self-
regulation/self-direction, at least in the early stages of
addictive behaviors (Brand et al., 2019; Hahn et al., 2017).
It can be asserted that adolescents who experienced
childhood traumas attempt to avoid confronting these
unpleasant emotions and feelings, hiding their emotions,
where Alexithymia acts as one of the unconscious inhibitory
responses that itself serves as a defensive mechanism for
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suppressing intense and negative emotions (Kooiman et al.,
1998). Furthermore, individuals with Alexithymia, due to
dysfunction in emotional regulation in the context of
addiction (Del Bianco et al., 2023; Karaer & Akdemir,
2019), lack control over their behavior and performance
when excessively using the internet and virtual space,
potentially leading to dependence on it. Moreover,
individuals tend to use their smartphones and virtual space
as a means to escape from their reality or to seek
companionship when facing specific problems (Karaer &
Akdemir, 2019). In fact, difficulties in expressing and
recognizing others' emotions cause a preference for virtual
space interactions, which are online and non-face-to-face,
over face-to-face interactions. Thus, it is natural that
addiction to virtual space is more prevalent in these
individuals.

5. Limitations & Suggestions

Among the limitations of the present study was its cross-
sectional execution, while a longitudinal approach from
childhood experiences to adolescence could have provided
clearer results. Despite these limitations, the findings of this
research may offer valuable insights for mental health
professionals to design and implement appropriate and
personalized interventions. Additionally, the results
underscore the importance of assessing Alexithymia levels
in individuals with internet addiction and the potential focus
on this aspect of clinical intervention, particularly for those
who have also experienced adverse childhood experiences,
affirming the significance of maintaining research attention.
Ultimately, supporting the possibility of expanding precise
interventions for both clinical activities and preventive
efforts, the results also underscore the strong relationships
between risk factors for internet addiction in individuals with
adverse childhood experiences, in adolescents and young
adults. Thus, these data provide information about a specific
target towards which interventions should be directed,
benefiting their effectiveness and maximizing the use of
available insights. Overall, the findings of this study have
important practical implications for planning therapeutic
intervention programs.
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