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SUMMARY

Objective: This study aimed to examine the mediating role of psychological symptoms of mothers in the relationship
between pathological internet use (PIU) of mothers of preschool children and PIU of their children.

Method: 283 mothers residing in Istanbul and having children aged 4-5 years participated in the research. Within the
scope of the research, mothers' pathological internet use was evaluated with the Young Internet Addiction Scale,
mothers' symptom levels were evaluated with the Symptom Screening Test, and children's pathological internet use
level was evaluated with the Family-Child Internet Addiction Scale.

Results: When the time the child spends on technological devices is controlled, there is a significant relationship
between mothers' pathological internet use and their children's pathological internet use. Mothers' symptoms includ-
ing obsessive-compulsive (b=.14, 95% CI [.01,.29], p<.001), interpersonal sensitivity (b=.12, 95% CI [.01,.26], p<.01)
and paranoid thoughts (b=.13, 95% Cl [.02,.26], p<.001) have a partial mediating role.

Discussion: Mothers' pathological internet use level and psychopathological symptoms have an effect on children's
pathological internet use level. It is thought that pathological internet usage behaviors of mothers can be a role model
for children and various psychological symptoms of mothers can strengthen this situation. As part of future studies,
it is recommended to plan studies that include fathers or evaluate internet usage in detail.

Key Words: Pathological internet use, childhood, mother—child relationship, psychopathological symptom, internet
addiction.

INTRODUCTION Behavioral patterns acquired in this period have
reflections that can be seen in adulthood.
Therefore, preschool children's relationship with
their caregivers is more critical than in other peri-
ods. Psychological problems of parents may pre-
vent communication with their children. It is
known that family members expose their children
to more technological devices when the child is not
given enough attention or time (3). In a study con-

ducted by Yengil et al. (2019), 59.8% of mothers

The preschool period is recognized as part of the
early childhood stage. This stage represents a
developmental process that forms the basis of
human life. This period is characterized as a critical
stage in which the child's physical, mental, social,
emotional and language development is intense
(1). In the preschool period, the family is of great

importance for children; in this process, children
are in a strong relationship with their parents and
other family members. They use various strategies
to reinforce children's positive behaviors and cor-
rect their negative behaviors (2). In this way, child-
ren's positive behavioral skills are expected to
increase and negative behaviors are expected to

decrease.
DOI: 10.5505/kpd.2024.94809

reported using technological devices for social
media and 49.5% for personal needs. In addition, it
was determined that 57.1% of the participant
mothers used technological devices for 0-1 hour,
28.5% for 1-2 hours, 11.9% for 2-3 hours and 2.4%
for more than 3 hours a day (4). In Dogan and
Doger's (2023) study, it was reported that 56.1% of
mothers used technology between 0-2 hours and

Cite this article as: Kaya Aktas G, Namli NI, Durmus H, Karakoc S. The effect of mothers' pathological internet use and psy-
chopathology on children's pathological internet use. Turkish J Clin Psych 2024; 27:207-214

The arrival date of article: 13.11.2023, Acceptance date publication: 09.02.2024

Turkish J Clinical Psychiatry 2024;27: 207-214

207



Kaya Aktas G, Namli NI, Durmus H, Karakoc S.

20.6% between 2-4 hours a day (5).

In studies, it has been observed that intensive inter-
net use in children and adolescents may cause
problems in self-identity development, difficulties
in social relationships and academic success in the
future (6,7,8). In other studies, significant correla-
tions were found between pathological symptoms
from parents and Internet use by young people
(8,9,10,11). For example, Lam L.T. (2015) found a
significant relationship between the level of depres-
sion in mothers and pathological internet use in
children (8). In another study conducted by Lam
L.T. (2020), it was observed that children's mental
health and parental internet use mediated the rela-
tionship between parental mental health and chil-
dren's internet addiction (9). Park et al. (2008)
found a relationship between communication with-
in the family and Internet addiction in children
(10). In a study conducted in the Netherlands, it
was found that strong communication within the
family regarding internet use prevented children
from developing compulsive internet behavior (11).
Although the studies conducted in this context in
our country are limited, according to TUIK data,
the rate of internet use among children aged 6-15
years increased from 50.8% in 2013 to 82.7% in
2021. When analyzed by gender, it was observed
that the rate of use by boys increased from 53.7%
in 2013 to 83.9% in 2021, while that of girls
increased from 47.8% to 81.5% (12). It is thought
that this increase may be associated with patholo-
gical internet use if not directed correctly.

As a result, this study aims to evaluate the media-
ting role of mothers' pathological symptoms (inter-
personal sensitivity, hostility, somatization, anxiety,
obsession, depression, psychotic, paranoid and
phobic symptoms) in the relationship between
mother's pathological internet use (PIU) and
child's pathological internet use. The hypothesis of
the study is “it is thought that mother's psy-
chopathological symptoms may have a mediating
effect on the significant relationship between
mother's PIU level and child's PIU level.” In addi-
tion, by focusing on preschool children's technology
use, it aims to evaluate the relationship between
mothers' technology use and their children's inter-
net use. The data obtained in this way aims to fill
the gap in the literature on this subject and to pro-
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vide a basis for identifying groups of young children
at risk before the development of pathological
internet use.

METHOD
Sample

The sample consisted of 283 mothers with children
aged between 4 and 5 years. The targeted total
number of participants was found to be 250 using
the G Power 3.1.9.2. program, with a reliability rate
of .95, alpha error of .05 and effect size of .07 for
multiple linear regression analysis (13, 14). It was
aimed to work with a minimum of 280 mothers to
prevent data loss. The inclusion criteria for the
study were that the participants were over 18 years
of age, had at least one child and the age of the chil-
dren was between 4 and 5 years. Accordingly, the
exclusion criteria were that the participants were
younger than 18 years of age, did not have children,
and their children were younger than 4 or older
than 5 years of age. One participant did not answer
more than 25% of the scale questions; the total
scores of the participant were compared with the
participants who answered the questions and no
significant difference was found (p=.78). For this
reason, she was not included in the analysis and the
study was completed with 282 mothers.
Demographic information about the participants is
presented in Table 1.

Data Collection Tools

Symptoms Distress Check List (SCL-90-R): This
scale is used to determine the psychopathological
symptoms of individuals (15). The inventory is
divided into nine different sub-dimensions and
contains ninety items in total: Depression, somati-
zation, phobia, anxiety, psychoticism traits, inter-
personal sensitivity, hostility, paranoid ideation and
obsessive-compulsive symptoms. Each dimension
includes between six and thirteen questions.
Participants were asked to answer the questions by
thinking about their experiences over the past fif-
teen days. Responses were categorized as “not at
all, very little, moderately, quite a lot, and extreme-

ly”.
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Table 1. Distribution of participants according to
sociodemographic characteristics

N %
Age
26-30 84 29,8
31-35 120 47,6
36 and above 78 27,7
Marital Status
Married 268 95
Divorced 9 3,2
Lives separately 5 1,8
Number of Children
1 89 31,6
2 152 53,9
3 40 14,2
4 and above 1 0,4
Child’s Age
4 81 28,7
5 201 71,3
Working Status
Working 139 49,2
Does not work 143 50,8
Educational Status
Primary education 38 13,5
High school 114 40,4
Licence 103 36,5
Degree 27 9,6
The time children spend with
daily technological devices
Less than 1 125 44,3
1-3 140 49,6
3-5 16 5,7
6 and above 1 0,4

Young Internet Addiction Test Short Form (YIBT-
SF): This scale was developed by Young to measure
the presence and severity of pathological internet
use. The PIBT-SE, which was converted into a short
form by Pawlikowski et al. consists of 12 items and
is a five-point Likert-type scale (1=Never, 5=Very
often) (16, 17). There are no reverse coded items in
the scale. Therefore, high scores obtained from the
scale indicate a high level of pathological use. The
minimum score that can be obtained from the scale
is 12 and the maximum score is 60.

Family-Child Internet Addiction Scale (FCIAS): The
Parent-Child Internet Addiction Scale is a six-level
Likert-type scale and is completed by parents. The
aim of the scale is to determine children's perceived
level of pathological internet use. The scale levels
consist of “Not Applicable”, “Rarely”,
“Occasionally”, “Mostly”, “Very Often” and
“Consistently” options. These options are given
scores between (-5 respectively. As a result of this
scale, a score of 80 and above indicates that the
child's internet use is at a pathological level, a score
of 50-79 points indicates limited symptoms, and a
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score of 49 points and below indicates that there
are no symptoms (18). The scale can be applied to
parents with children up to the age of 17.

Sociodemographic Data Form: The sociodemo-
graphic data form, which was created to collect per-
sonal information, includes 7 questions in total. It
includes questions about the participants' gender,
age, marital status, employment status, number of
children, education level and the time children
spend with technological devices daily.

Process

At the beginning of the cross-sectional study, ethi-
cal approval for the study was obtained from the
ethics committee of Gelisim University at its meet-
ing dated 18.11.2019 and numbered 2019-20. After
obtaining the necessary permissions from two
kindergartens in Istanbul (Abdiilkadir Oztemir
Kindergarten and Avcilar Selahattin Miizeyyen
Kacaker Kindergarten), mothers were contacted
and asked to fill out the scales face-to-face. The
scales were delivered to the mothers by students,
and announcements were made through communi-
cation channels involving teachers and parents.
After the mothers agreed to participate in the study
in the consent form prepared according to the
Declaration of Helsinki, they completed the
Sociodemographic Information Form, SCL-90-R
Symptom Screening Test, Young Internet
Addiction Test Short Form and Family-Child
Internet Addiction Scale respectively. The partici-
pants were informed that they should be in a dis-
traction-free environment so that they could focus
while completing the scale questions. Afterwards,
the data of the participants were collected accord-
ing to the schedule determined with the school
administration. Data were collected between
November 2019 and February 2020.

Data Analysis

SPSS Statistics 26 and SPSS Process v4.2 package
programs were used to analyze the research data.
In all statistical evaluations, .05 was accepted as a
significant value. Descriptive and intergroup analy-
ses were performed after testing the normal distri-
bution of sociodemographic data using kurtosis
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Table 2. Results of correlation analysis between variables (N = 282)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13
1. Mother-PIU 1,000
2. Mother-PPS Total ~ 0,477°* 1,000
3. Mother PPS- 0,284™ 0,777 1,000
Somatic
4. Mother PPS-OCD 0,396 0,756 0,513 1,000
5. Mother PPS IS 0,360 0,800 0494 0,587 1,000
6. Mother PPS- 0437 0873 0614  0,636™ 0,672 1,000
Depression
7. Mother PPS- 0,445™ 0,800 0,622 0,480 0,572 0,618 1,000
Anxiety
8. Mother PPS- 0,237 0,684 04677 04207 0,522 0,566 0,555 1,000
Hostility
9. Mother PPS- 0,355 0,669  0496™ 04317 0,525 0,524 0,570 0,393 1,000
Phobia
10. Mother PPS IS 0,348™ 0,770 0469 0,550 0,702 0,673 0,545 0,527 04717 1,000
11. Mother PPS 0403™ 0,795 0,567 0,536 0,634 0,644 0,647 0,536 0,502" 0,588" 1,000
Psychoticism
12. Mother PPS 0406™ 0,762  0,528" 0,615 0,557 0,630 0,554 0,448 0,463™ 0,568 0,559™ 1,000
Extra points
13. Child - PIU 0,350 0,280™ 0,172 0272 0260  0,253" 0,204 0,149" 0,126 0,258™ 0,253  0,169™ 1,000

*p<.001,"p<.05, Abbreviations = PIU: Pathological Internet Use; PPS: Psychopathological Symptoms; OCD: Obsessive Compulsive Disorder; IS: Interpersonal
Sensitivity; PT: Paranoid Thoughts

and skewness values and Levene's test in the SPSS
program. In determining the control variable, the
variables that showed a significant correlation
above .20 as a result of the Pearson correlation test
within the dependent variable and sociodemo-
graphic information were taken as the basis. Then,
in order to test the mediating variable, Model 4 was
used in the SPSS Process program. In testing the
models of the mediation effect, the significance
analysis of the models and relationships was carried
out with the Boostrap Confidence Interval or
Monte Carlo Confidence Interval tests. The criteri-
on of not including the value 0 in the lower and
upper confidence interval values with 95% confi-
dence intervals was taken into consideration; if it
contains a value of 0, the mediation effect cannot
be mentioned (p>.05). The data were analyzed by
determining 5000 resampling options with the
Bootstrap technique.

RESULTS

Correlation Analysis of Mother and Child's
Pathological  Internet  Use and  Mother's
Psychopathological Symptoms

The aim of this study is to examine the effect of psy-
chopathological symptoms of the mother on the
relationship between mother and child's pathologi-

cal internet use. In parallel with the research pur-
pose, the significant relationship between the
dependent, independent and mediating variables
was examined in the first stage (see Table 2).
According to the table, there were significant and
positive relationships between mothers' PIU levels
and psychopathological symptoms (r=.477,
p<.001), between mothers' PIU levels and chil-
dren's PIU levels (r=. 350, p<.001), and between
mothers' psychopathological symptoms and child-
ren's PIU levels (r= .280, p<.001).

According to the results of Pearson correlation
analysis conducted to determine the control vari-
able before the mediation effect test, a significant
and positive relationship was found between the
child's age and the child's pathological internet use
(r=.129, p<.05) and between the time the child
spent with technology and the child's pathological
internet use (r=.211, p<.01) among the sociode-
mographic variables. However, since the correla-
tion strength of the child's age was below .20, it was
not included in the study as a control variable. No
significant relationship was found with other
sociodemographic variables (p>.05, see Table 3).

Table 3. Results of correlation analysis between child PIU and sociodemographic variables

Mother’s Mother ~ Number Child’s Mother- Mother- Child Time Spent
Age Marital of Age Employment Educational on Technology
Status Children Status Status
Child PIU .042 -.053 .029 .129* -.008 .088 211%*

* p<.05, ** p<.01, Abbreviations = PIU: Pathological Internet Use
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R%:.157
Mother-OCD
.05, p<.001 286, p<.001
.04,.06 ions .86, p<.
104061 signs 181,4.91]
R%:.177
.76, p<.001 )
Mother-PIU [.51,.99] Child-PIU
-
Indirect effect: .14 [.01,.29]
Direct effect: .62 [.35, .87]
Mediation Test  Analysis  of  Maternal

Psychopathological Symptoms

In the first stage of the mediation effect test, the
mediating effect of the OCD symptoms of the
mother on the relationship between the mother's
pathological internet use level and the child's
pathological internet use level was evaluated, con-
trolling for the time spent by the child with techno-
logical devices. Firstly, it was observed that the
mother's pathological internet use significantly and
positively affected OCD symptoms (b = .05, t(279)
= 7.22, p< .001). Mother's pathological internet
use significantly and positively affects child's patho-
logical internet use (b = .61, t(278) = 4.64, p <
.001). Mother's OCD symptoms have a significant
and positive effect on child's pathological internet
use (b = 2.86, t(278) = 2.75, p < .001). According
to the mediation effect test, mother's OCD symp-
toms significantly partially mediated the relation-
ship between mother's pathological internet use
and child's pathological internet use (b = .14, 95%
CI [.01, .29], see Figure 1).

The mediating effect of the mother's level of sensi-
tivity in interpersonal relationships on the relation-
ship between the mother's level of pathological
internet use and the child's level of pathological
internet use was evaluated. Firstly, it was observed

Figure 3. Mediating effect of mother’s paranoid thought (PT) symptoms in the relationship

between mother - PIU and child - PIU

R%:.122
Mother-PT levels
.04, p<.001
[.03..05] 2.84, p<.001
[.85,4.83]
R%:.177
76, p<.001 -
Mother-PIU [.51,.99] Child-PIU

Indirect effect: .13 [.02, .26]
Direct effect: .62 [.37, .88]
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Figure 1. Mediating effect of mother’s OCD symptoms in the relationship between mother- PIU and child - PIU Figure 2. Mother’s interpersonal sensitivity (IS) in the relationship between mother - PIU and child - PIU

R%:.129
Mother-IS
.04, p<.001

[.02,.05] 3.09, p<.001

[.83,5.35]

R%:.176

76, p<.001
[51,.99]

_—_—m

Mother-PTU Child-PIU

Indirect effect: .13 [.01, .26]
Direct effect: .63 [.37, .88]

that the mother's pathological internet use signifi-
cantly and positively affected the level of sensitivity
in interpersonal relationships (b = .04, t(279) =
6.45, p< .001). Mother's pathological internet use
significantly and positively affects child's pathologi-
cal internet use (b = .63, t(278) = 4.85, p < .001).
Mother's level of sensitivity in interpersonal rela-
tionships has a significant and positive effect on
child's pathological internet use (b = 3.09, t(278) =
27, p < .01). According to the mediation effect
test, mother's level of interpersonal sensitivity sig-
nificantly partially mediated the relationship
between mother's pathological internet use and
child's pathological internet use (b = .12, 95% CI
[.01, .26], see Figure 2).

The mediating effect of the mother's paranoid
ideation symptom level on the relationship
between the mother's pathological internet use
level and the child's pathological internet use level
was evaluated. Firstly, it was observed that the
mother's pathological internet use significantly and
positively affected the level of paranoid ideation (b
= .04, t(279) = 6.22, p< .001). Mother's patholog-
ical internet use significantly and positively affects
child's pathological internet use (b = .63, t(278) =
4.87, p < .001). Mother's paranoid ideation symp-
tom level has a significant and positive effect on
child's pathological internet use (b = 2.84, t(278) =
2.82, p < .01). According to the mediation effect
test, mother's paranoid ideation symptom level sig-
nificantly partially mediated the relationship
between mother's pathological internet use and
child's pathological internet use (b = .13, 95% CI
[.02, .26], see Figure 3). The mediation tests exam-
ining the other variables of the symptom screening
test (somatization, depression, anxiety, phobia, psy-
choticism, and hostility) were not significant
(p>.05).
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DISCUSSION

As a result of the analyses conducted within the
scope of this study, it was seen that OCD, interper-
sonal sensitivity and paranoid thoughts in mothers
had a partial mediating effect on the relationship
between mothers' pathological internet use and
their children's pathological internet use. It is seen
that as the levels of these symptoms in mothers
increase, the levels of pathological use also
increase. On the other hand, somatization, depres-
sion, anxiety, anger and hostility, phobic anxiety
and psychotic symptoms did not have any mediat-
ing effect on the relationship between the patho-
logical internet use of mothers and their children.

The fact that psychopathological symptoms are
observed in mothers indicates that psychopatholog-
ical symptoms may also be observed in preschool
children (19). In line with the results of this study,
it is hypothesized that the presence of these psy-
chopathological symptoms in mothers may inter-
rupt the caregiving process of their children and
thus they may not receive adequate support. The
child, on the other hand, may start spending more
time on the internet in order to fill the gap arising
from this deficiency. Problematic internet use can
be considered as a dysfunctional strategy in the face
of upsetting experiences and stressful life events
(20). In a study conducted by Lam L.T., it was conc-
luded that maternal depression was associated with
internet addiction in adolescents (8). In a different
study, it was concluded that there was a relation-
ship between the duration of excessive looking at
the television screen of children aged 2-5 years and
depression seen in their mothers (21). In the pre-
sent study, depressive symptoms were not found to
have any mediating role in the relationship
between mother and child's pathological internet
use; however, when the items measuring interper-
sonal sensitivity in the SCL-90 are examined, it is
seen that these are items that express the difficul-
ties experienced due to thoughts of inadequacy and
thoughts of self-deprecation. Considering that the
difficulties that individuals may experience in these
areas may also be symptoms that prepare the
ground for a depressive mood (22), it is thought
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that the current study cannot be considered sepa-
rately from these studies.

In a study conducted in Turkey, it was observed that
there was an increase in psychosocial problems
with the increase in internet use by family mem-
bers. It was found that children and adolescents
experienced more problems than adults (23).
Socialization is an important part of early academic
skill development and is usually supported by the
involvement of each member of the environment
(e.g. family members, siblings or peers). There is
evidence that there is a significant relationship
between excessive use of technological devices and
low self-esteem, anxiety, depression, social isola-
tion, shyness, emotional and social skill deficien-
cies. According to Mustafaoglu and Yasaci's study,
technology has been reported to cause mental
problems, anxiety and aggressive attitudes (24).
Frequent use of electronic devices by children and
parents reduces the productive time they can spend
together and eliminates the activities they can do
together (25). Another study revealed that
preschool children were unhappy with their par-
ents' use of the Internet at home. It was found that
while parents spent time on the internet, most of
the children spent time on smartphones, tablets
and applications on computers (26). In an environ-
ment where preschool children need parental con-
trol, parents should first improve their own internet
use habits and have healthy technology knowledge.

In a study conducted by Ko et al. with 517 adoles-
cents in Taiwan, it was concluded that the level of
pathological internet use was higher in adolescents
with poor maternal care (27). According to the
results of another study conducted in the
Netherlands, the quality of communication
between parent and child may be damaged by psy-
chopathological symptoms developed by the parent
(11). In a study conducted in Turkey, it was found
that when the time adolescents spent with their
mothers increased, social support increased and
the level of internet addiction decreased (28).
These three studies reveal similar results: Internet
addiction can be mentioned in cases where family
functioning is low. Family members may develop a
predisposition to pathologically use technology to
avoid difficulties that may arise. All research and
current study results show that in a relationship
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where one of the family members shows pathologi-
cal signs or symptoms, the likelihood of addiction
in children increases. The way caregivers communi-
cate with their children and their upbringing style
affect the satisfaction that children get from tech-
nology. From a different perspective, the family-
child internet addiction relationship can be
explained through social learning theory (29):
Children may take caregivers' time spent on the
internet as a model and develop addictive behav-
iors. The assumption here is that children will nor-
malize the behavior of their family members and
think that they can do it themselves.

The findings of the study showed that the mother's
interpersonal sensitivity symptom had an effect on
the mother-child internet use relationship. Studies
in the literature (30, 31, 32, 33) show that interper-
sonal sensitivity symptom is associated with the ten-
dency not to be involved in real social environ-
ments. People with high scores on this symptom
tend to actively use virtual environments or social
media to solve their problems (30) and it has been
found that addiction to any social media channel
may be associated with high levels of interpersonal
sensitivity (22). The results of the current research
are in parallel with the literature; it is also assumed
that the mother's behaviors related to interpersonal
sensitivity symptoms have an effect on the mother
and child's tendency to use the internet. Instead of
using technology products to solve problems or
communicate in real life, the mother may actively
use technology products as a role model for the
child. This may explain the child's reliance on tech-
nology among his/her habits. Similarly, in the study,
it was observed that OCD and paranoid ideation
symptoms mediated the mother-child internet use.
The common view for both variables is that psy-
chopathological symptoms are associated with
internet use and are a sustaining factor in patholo-
gical internet use (33, 34). In addition to the results
of this study, it was observed that the mother's psy-
chopathological symptoms affected the child's
pathological internet use and it is thought that this
study contributes to the literature since there are
few studies examining this relationship.

Since children's pathological internet use was not
directly measured, it was evaluated as perceived by
the mothers. Therefore, the study was limited. The
limited number of institutions selected for samp-
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ling within the scope of the study constituted a lim-
itation in terms of representing the population. The
findings were limited to the scale items used for the
research. Future studies can be conducted with
larger sample groups. In addition, psychopatholog-
ical symptoms of children were not questioned in
the current study. Since the presence of psy-
chopathological symptoms may affect pathological
internet use, the study was limited in this respect.
Finally, the categorical measurement of the age
variable of the mothers caused the limitation of the
analysis.

Other studies to be conducted within the scope of a
similar topic can be created in the context of differ-
ent demographic data. Thus, demographic infor-
mation can be compared. It is also thought that the
same research design should be applied for fathers;
it is predicted that fathers' pathological symptoms
and their predisposition to technology may be dif-
ferent from mothers. Finally, the research design
can be re-planned according to the variability of
internet use (e.g. gaming, shopping or social
media).

As a result, there is a direct positive relationship
between mothers' internet use and perceived inter-
net use in preschool children. Children's screen
time increases when mothers have psychopatholog-
ical characteristics. For this reason, the primary
measures to protect young children from patholog-
ical internet use can be achieved by improving
maternal mental health and preventing excessive
internet use by mothers. Thanks to technological
developments, content that can positively affect
children's development can be mentioned; howev-
er, both children and family members should be
sensitive to the time and manner of using technol-
ogy. The fact that parents play a guiding role in
guiding their children's use of the internet will
ensure that the process progresses in a healthier
way.
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