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Relationships among childhood experiences, happiness and social 
media addictions in adolescents 

Yasin Demir   

Department of Psychology, Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences,               
Kahramanmaras Istiklal University, Turkey 

Abstract  

Background/purpose – The use of social media has become commonplace among 
adolescents. However, excessive use of social media causes addiction in some cases. In this 
context, it is considered important to investigate the factors related to social media 
addiction. The aim of this study is to investigate the relationships among childhood 
experiences, happiness, and social media addiction in adolescents. 

Materials/methods – In the study, correlations between childhood experiences, happiness, 
and social media addiction among adolescents were tested with the structural equation 
model. The research involved 314 adolescents, and the Social Media Disorder Scale (SMDS), 
The Oxford Happiness Questionnaire Short Form (OHQ-SF), and the Childhood Experiences 
Questionnaire (CEQ) were used as data collection tools. SPSS 21 and AMOS programs were 
used for data analysis.  

Results – The results of the path analysis indicated that negative childhood experiences 
negatively and directly affect happiness, whilst happiness negatively and directly affects 
social media addictions, negative childhood experiences positively and indirectly affect social 
media addictions, negative childhood experiences negatively affects happiness, and 
unhappiness positively affects social media addiction. 

Conclusion – The current study's results have shown that negative perceived childhood 
experiences can negatively affect individuals emotionally and behaviorally during 
adolescence. 
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1. Introduction 

It was reported that the number of active social media users exceeded four billion in 
2021 (54% of the approximate global population) (Kemp, 2021). In the aforementioned 
study, the same rate was reported as being 71% for Turkey. In a study conducted by the 
Turkish Statistical Institute, it was determined that Internet usage in Turkey was mostly for 
the purposes of social media access (Türkiye İstatistik Kurumu *Turkish Statistical Institute], 
2018). The high level of social media usage has forced researchers to conduct studies on this 
issue. It has been stressed that the increase in the popularity of social media has been due to 
the adoption of social media by mobile devices and mobile network operators, thereby 
increasing access independent of time or space (Şahin & Yağcı, 2017), and the popularity of 
several leading social media sites (Hawi & Samaha, 2017).  

Studies reported that social media applications change the way people communicate, 
interact and socialize with each other around the world (Louati & Hadoussa, 2021; Sriwilai & 
Charoensukmongkol, 2016). Despite the various benefits provided by social media, it is clear 
that some individuals, especially adolescents, become addicted to social media (Koc & 
Gulyagci, 2013), even using mobile social media access whilst walking, shopping, or 
performing other activities (Sriwilai & Charoensukmongkol, 2016). Although no formal 
identification has yet been made, social media addiction, also called problematic social 
media usage (Bányai et al., 2017; Durak, 2018), compulsive social media usage (Song & Kim, 
2017), excessive social media usage (Yu et al., 2018), and pathological social media usage 
(Holmgren & Coyne, 2017) can be defined as the excessive use of social media, the desire to 
constantly check social media accounts, inability to stop using social media despite trying, 
and experiencing feelings of being tense and/or aggressive when unable to access social 
media (Kuss & Griffiths, 2011). It has been reported that individuals who are addicted to 
social media usually tend to use social media with an extreme urge which they are unable to 
control (Andreassen, 2015). This might indicate that the dimensions of social media 
addiction have reached serious levels.  

2. Literature review  

It has been emphasized that social media is considered to be an indispensable tool for 
virtual social relations and virtual communication among adolescents. (Hawi & Samaha, 
2017; Koc & Gulyagci, 2013; Sriwilai & Charoensukmongkol, 2016). Researchers have 
explained the excessive use of social media by individuals with reasons such as personality 
traits, fear of missing out on developments, solitude, social inadequacy, and a fear of 
negative assessment (Biolcati, et al., 2018; Blackwell et al., 2017; Jeri-Yabar et al., 2019; 
Karakose & Kocabas, 2006). Some researchers have emphasized that social media addiction 
results from emotional, relational, and performance-related problems (Marino et al., 2018; 
Mitra & Rangaswamy, 2019). Furthermore, it has been determined that social media 
dependence negatively correlates with life satisfaction (Afsar, 2013) and happiness (Zinna & 
Thanusri, 2018).  

Happiness is a concept characterized by an excess of positive emotions in an individual’s 
life, and their overall satisfaction with life (Diener et al., 2009). In previous studies, it was 
found that the life satisfaction of happy people was higher (Altinkurt & Karakose, 2009; 
Demir & Kutlu, 2016; Longstreet & Brooks, 2017), and that happiness had a preventive effect 
on the development of social media addiction (Demir & Kutlu, 2016) Thus, it could be 
suggested that happy individuals have a higher satisfaction with life and the development of 
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social media addiction is lower in individuals who feel happy. On the other hand, it could be 
argued that unhappy individuals search for distractions in order to rid themselves of these 
undesired emotions, and as a result, they consider social media as a tool used to eliminate 
their unhappiness. Initially, the use of social media, through which the individual may 
consider to have a relieving effect, gradually increases to the point whereby the individual is 
no longer able to control their social media usage. Similar to other forms of dependency, a 
tolerance level develops in social media addiction, and the individual may experience serious 
unrest when they no longer have access to use social media. 

Childhood experiences are considered a critical period in personality development, in 
understanding the external world, shaping the form of our relationships with other 
individuals, and forming a system of unique values (Demir & Kutlu, 2016; Diener et al., 2009; 
Longstreet & Brooks, 2017; Manap & Durmuş, 2020). Previous studies have indicated that 
more than 90% of brain development occurs during the initial years of life, and emphasized 
that children create new schemes in every encounter and experience they have, and assign 
meanings to these schemes (Lenroot & Giedd, 2006; Lumley & Harkness, 2007). Therefore, it 
is possible to suggest that childhood experiences have an important effect on an individual’s 
identity, in determining their philosophy in life, and in shaping the ideas and behaviors of the 
individual. In this context, it has been emphasized that negative experiences in childhood are 
an important determinant of several psychological disorders seen in adulthood (Cesur et al., 
2018; Herrenkohl et al., 2013). Studies have demonstrated that childhood experiences play a 
critical role in social phobia (Gibb et al., 2007), depression (Spinhoven et al., 2010; Wright et 
al., 2009), substance abuse (Malkus, 1995; Siyez et al., 2012), and also personality 
development (Spinhoven et al., 2010). It has also been reported that childhood is an 
important period in the development of social competence (Hamarta et al., 2009). 
Researchers have emphasized the correlation between childhood experiences and life 
satisfaction (Çeçen-Eroğul & Türk, 2013). Thus, it could be suggested that individuals with 
negative childhood experiences have a relatively negative view of life. Therefore, it can be 
stated that perceptions about childhood experiences can affect the happiness of individuals 
(Kızıldağ & Yıldırım, 2018). 

Social media addiction is one of the most important recent issues, and has often been 
investigated by researchers (Balakrishnan & Griffiths, 2017; Demirci, 2019; Hawi & Samaha, 
2018; Kuss, 2017; Turel et al., 2018). However, it cannot be suggested that the factors that 
affect social media addiction have been fully investigated. Thus, the aim of the current study 
is to investigate the direct effect of happiness on social media addiction among adolescents. 
Furthermore, the study aims to analyze the indirect effects of childhood experiences on 
social media addiction. It is anticipated that the current study will contribute to the 
literature as follows: Initially, it was considered that social media addiction is a field that 
requires investigation using a versatile approach, since the issue is comparatively novel and 
approximately 10 years have passed since the initial studies were published (van den Eijnden 
et al., 2016) and social media use has increased significantly among all social segments over 
what has been a very short period of time (Lim, 2018; Munkaila, & Iddrisu, 2015; Slagoski, 
2019). Second, it has often been observed that although the paired correlations between 
social media addiction and other variables have been analyzed in previous studies (Akın, 
2012; Bilgin & Taş, 2018; Longstreet & Brooks, 2017; Phu & Gow, 2019), the current study, 
where such variables are tested within the framework of a model, will be one of the first 
such studies in its field. Third, considering that several studies have reported on the results 
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of social media addiction, it was considered that it would be significant to consider what 
factors may affect social media addiction such as childhood experiences, in contrast to the 
previously published research. Finally, it was considered that the current study would 
contribute to the intervention programs aimed at social media addiction.  

Based on the proposed hypothetical model, negative childhood experiences directly 
affect happiness, and happiness directly affects social media addiction. On the other hand, 
negative childhood experiences affect social media addiction indirectly. The hypotheses 
related to childhood experiences, happiness, and social media addiction are as follows:  

 H1: Negative childhood experiences directly and negatively affect happiness. 

 H2:  Happiness directly and negatively affects social media addiction. 

 H3: Negative childhood experiences indirectly and positively affect social media 
addiction. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Study Group 

The study was conducted with ninth-, 10th- and 11th-grade students receiving their 
education at two different high schools in the eastern region of Turkey. Forms including 
measurement tools and sociodemographic questions were distributed to a total of 400 
students. The responses from 26 students, who completed their forms with data missing or 
were randomly completed, were excluded from the analysis of the study. A further 60 of the 
remaining 374 students who submitted complete data stated that they did not have any 
social media accounts, and their data were thereby also excluded. Within the scope of the 
study, it was determined that 314 (84%) of the 374 students reached in the study were 
actively users of at least one social media account, hence the study was conducted with the 
data obtained from these students. 

A total of 314 adolescents (n = 167, 53.2% female, n = 147, 46.8% male) attending 
various high schools in the Elazığ province in the east of Turkey in 2018, and who had at least 
one social media account actively used, participated in the current study. The participants’ 
ages varied from 14 to 17 years old (x  = 15.73, SD = 0.88). While 142 of the participants 
stated that they had one social media account, 89 stated that they had two social media 
accounts, 43 had three social media accounts, 21 had four social media accounts, and 19 of 
the participants stated that they had five social media accounts (x  = 2.02, SD = 1.25). In total, 
256 of the participants (81.5%) owned a smartphone with Internet access. Of the 
participants, 208 (66.2%) stated that they used social media every day, whilst 84 (26.8%) 
used social media several times a week, and 22 of the participants (7%) stated that they used 
it several times a month.  

3.2. Instruments  

Childhood Experiences Scale (CES): The CES was developed by Manap (2015), and 
consists of 13 items within three factors (family life, school experiences, and personal-social 
experiences) that include negative childhood experiences. The scale is a 5-point, Likert-type 
instrument (from 1 = Always, to 5 = Never). Confirmatory factor analysis demonstrated that 
the CES has acceptable fitness index values (χ2 / df = 2.03, RMSEA = .059, AGFI = .92, 
CFI = .95, and NFI = .90). The Cronbach α internal consistency coefficient for the scale was 
.82 for the family life factor, .77 for school experiences, and .70 for personal-social 
experiences. These results indicate that the CES is a valid and reliable measurement 



Demir                                                                                                                                                                       17 

EDUPIJ • Volume 10 • Issue 1 • 2021                                                                             

instrument. Higher scores achieved on the CES indicate a high level of negative child 
experiences related to each factor. 

Social Media Disorder Scale (SMDS): The SMDS was developed by van den Eijnden et al. 
(2016), and then subsequently adapted to the Turkish context by Savci et al. (2018). The 
scale consists of nine, 5-point, Likert-type items (from 1 = Never to 5 = Always). Confirmatory 
factor analysis showed that the SMDS was found to have acceptable compliance index 
values (χ2 / df = 1.951, RMSEA = .07, GFI = .94, CFI = .94, IFI = .94, and TLI (NNFI) = .92). The 
factor load values of the scale’s EFA ranged from .44 to .75. The Cronbach α internal 
consistency coefficient of the scale was .86, whilst the test-retest reliability was found to be 
.81. These results show the SMDS to be a valid and reliable measurement tool. The SMDS 
was developed using the diagnostic criteria of DSM-V Internet Gaming Disorder. These items 
are related to addiction concepts such as tolerance development, and preoccupation and 
persistence, etc. Higher scores achieved from the SMDS indicate a high level of social media 
addiction.  

Oxford Happiness Questionnaire-Short Form (OHQ-SF): The OHQ-SF was developed by 
Hills and Argyle (2002), and later adapted to the Turkish context by Doğan and Sapmaz 
(2012). The scale consists of a single factor with seven items As a result of confirmatory 
factor analysis, the OHQ-SF was found to have acceptable compliance index values 
(χ2 / df = 2.77, RMSEA = .074, GFI = .97, CFI = .95, and IFI = .95). The factor load values of the 
scale’s EFA range from .53 to .72. The Cronbach α internal consistency coefficient of the 
scale was found to be .74 and the test-retest reliability .85. These results show the OHQ-SF 
to be a valid and reliable measurement tool. Higher scores from the OHQ-SF indicate a high 
level of happiness. 

3.3. Procedure 

Written consent was obtained from the Elazığ Provincial Directorate of National 
Education prior to the study being conducted. The study was conducted during an available 
class hour at the schools with students who volunteered to take part, and who stated that 
they had at least one active social media account.  

Following the application, the collected data were digitized and analyses conducted with 
the maximum likelihood method using Amos software. Prior to the analysis, the data were 
analyzed for the prerequisites of structural equation modeling (SEM) such as sample size, 
multicollinearity, normality, and outliers. It was calculated that correlation coefficients were 
below .90, VIF values were 1.16 for happiness, and 1.25 for childhood experiences (1.25 for 
school experiences, 1.29 for family life, and 1.11 for personal experiences). It was observed 
that the skewness values were between -0.162 and 1.698, and that the kurtosis coefficients 
were between -0.76 and 2.188. Then, the measurement models for each variable used in 
SEM were tested with confirmatory factor analysis. In the measurement instruments for the 
happiness scale and social media dependence, one proposed modification was applied in 
order to obtain acceptable fitness indices, with the modifications tested in the model. The 
confirmatory factor analysis findings were as follows: χ2 / df = 2.0605, RMSEA = .058, 
SRMR = .043, GFI = .98, IFI = .96, TLI = .93, and CFI = .96 for happiness; χ2 / df = 2.638, 
RMSEA = .072, SRMR = .046, GFI = .95, IFI = .96, TLI = .93, and CFI = .96 for social media 
dependence; χ2 / df = 2.940, RMSEA = .079, SRMR = .100, GFI = .93, IFI = .93, TLI = .93, and 
CFI = .93 for negative childhood experiences. Based on these findings, it can be suggested 
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that the data and measurement instruments exhibited acceptable values for SEM (Çokluk et 
al., 2012; Kline, 2015). 

4. Results 

First, the variables of the study were examined in terms of participant gender 
differences. When gender differences were addressed, the t-test results showed that female 
students (M = 19.58, SD = 7.30) and male students (M = 18.47, SD = 6.58) did not differ 
significantly on their levels of social media addiction (t = 1.410, p > .05). Similarly the female 
students (M = 22.57, SD = 5.26) and male students (M = 23.39, SD = 5.09) did not differ 
significantly on their levels of happiness (t = 1.409, p > .05).  

Additionally, neither the female or male students differed significantly on all three 
dimensions of levels of their childhood experiences [family life: females (M = 5.56, SD = 2.61) 
and males (M = 5.71, SD = 2.42, t = -.528, p > .05); personal-social experiences: females 
(M = 10.00, SD = 3.72) and males (M = 10.21, SD = 3.95, t = -.487, p > .05); school 
experiences: females (M = 6.99, SD = 3.77) and males (M = 6.99, SD = 3.70, t = -.12, p > .05)]. 

After t-test analysis was employed to compare any differences according to the 
participants’ gender, correlation analysis was applied to test the correlations between 
childhood experiences, happiness, and social media dependence. The correlations and 
descriptive statistics for the variables are presented in Table 1. 

Table 1. Correlations and Descriptive Statistics of Variables 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 

(1) Social Media Addiction 1 -.39** .21** .21** .17** 
(2) Happiness  1 -.30** -.16** -.23** 
(3) Childhood Experiences _ Family Life   1 .19** .31** 
(4) Childhood Experiences _ Personal-Social 

Experiences 
   1 .25** 

(5) Childhood Experiences _ School Experiences     1 
M  19.0

6 
22.96 5.63 10.10 6.99 

SD 6.98 5.19 2.52 3.82 3.73 

** p = .00, p < .01 
As can be seen from Table 1, analysis demonstrates that there was a negative 

correlation found to exist between social media addiction and happiness (r = -.39, p < .01), 
and positive correlations with all dimensions of negative childhood experiences [family life 
(r = .21, p < .01), personal-social experiences (r = .21, p < .01), and school experiences 
(r = .17, p < .01)]. It was observed that the correlations between the variables were below 
.90, thus, it can be suggested that there was no multicollinearity problem (Çokluk et al., 
2014; (Karakose, Kocabas, Yesilyurt, 2014; Kline, 2005). The proposed hypothetical model 
was then tested, and the findings presented in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Standardized factor loading for the proposed hypothetical model 

[F3 = Childhood Experiences_Family Life; F4 = Childhood Experiences_School 

Experiences; F5 = Childhood Experiences_Personal-Social Experiences; F1 = Happiness; 

F2 = Social Media Addiction] 

A review of the fitness indices for the hypothetical model revealed the following 
findings: χ2 = 595.844, df = 341, and χ2 / df = 1.747. Also the following calculations were 
obtained: GFI = .88, IFI = .90, TLI (NNFI) = .89, CFI = .90, SRMR = .071, and RMSEA = .049. 
Analysis of the fitness indices for the model demonstrated that the model had an acceptable 
level of fitness. Thus, it can be stated that the hypotheses in the hypothetical model were 
confirmed. 

5. Discussion, Conclusion and Suggestions 

In the current study, correlations between childhood experiences, happiness, and social 
media addiction among adolescents were tested with the structural equation model. The 
study’s findings demonstrated that negative childhood experiences directly and negatively 
affected happiness. It was also found that happiness directly and negatively affected social 
media addiction. Furthermore, it was concluded that negative childhood experiences 
indirectly and positively affected social media addiction. Accordingly, as the negative 
childhood experiences increased among adolescents, their happiness levels decreased, and 
as the level of happiness decreased, their social media addiction increased. This finding 
demonstrated that their happiness had a direct and negative effect on their childhood 
experiences, which had an indirect effect on the social media addiction among adolescents. 

Individuals with negative childhood experiences tend to perceive the world as an 
insecure place (Read & Bentall, 2012). These individuals may also have a pessimistic 
approach to life (Meyer & Carver, 2000). First, these individuals may not have achieved 
satisfaction in their family life. As negative childhood experiences increase, the joy in social 
relations has been shown to decrease (Marshall & Cooke, 1999). One important source of 
happiness is an abundance of positive childhood experiences. When happy individuals are 
analyzed in general, it has been observed that they had positive childhood experiences (Lee 
& Schafer, 2020; Roisman et al., 2004). Negative childhood experiences are the basis for 
mood disorders (Battle et al., 2004; Jaworska-Andryszewska & Rybakowski, 2019), and 
unhappy individuals are more prone to unhealthy sources of happiness; for example, 
substance abuse, alcohol and other dependency behaviors could be observed (Saini & Puri, 
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2016). Thus, negative childhood experiences may lead to unhappiness in other periods of an 
individual’s life. 

Negative childhood experiences could lead to a search for positive interpersonal 
relationships. Individuals with negative experiences in real-life environments may consider 
social media as a means of compensation (Nezakati et al., 2015). Indeed, one of the criteria 
of social media addiction is the use of social media to avoid incidents that lead to stress in 
daily life. Social media applications allow users to achieve as many social experiences as they 
desire within a short period of time. In this context, excessive social media usage can lead to 
dependency. 

The results of the current study have shown that negative perceived childhood 
experiences can negatively affect individuals emotionally and behaviorally during 
adolescence. One of the reasons that individuals become addicted to social media usage can 
be low levels of happiness. Relationships in real-life social settings should be supported, 
nurtured, and encouraged. Future studies could investigate the effect of self-perception, 
solitude, and depressive tendencies on the correlation between childhood experiences and 
social media addiction. 

As in every study, the current study also has certain limitations. The limitations of the 
current study include the use of self-reporting scales, the fact that the population of the 
study was from a single city, and that the sample included only adolescent participants. The 
study’s findings should therefore be evaluated based on these limitations, and future studies 
should minimize these limitations in order to achieve accurate inferences. 
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