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Abstract
Internet addiction is a growingly prevalent behavioral addiction that causes numerous
psychosocial problems. Investigating the causes and consequences of Internet addiction is
fundamental to comprehend and prevent it. Therefore, the current study provided protec-
tive and promotive factors for undesired effects of social exclusion on Internet addiction.
The study examined a moderated mediation model to test whether mindfulness moderated
the mediating role of self-forgiveness in the association between social exclusion and
Internet addiction among young adults. The participants of the present study included 358
undergraduate students attending a state university in Turkey. They ranged in age from 20
to 28 years (M = 21.89, SD = 1.95). The participants comprised 206 (57.5%) female and
152 (42.5%) male college young adults. Overall, the study findings indicated that self-
forgiveness mediated the relationship between social exclusion and Internet addiction,
and mindfulness moderated the mediating role of self-forgiveness in this association.
Contending with negative outcomes of social exclusion and Internet addiction, and
mitigating and buffering roles of self-forgiveness and mindfulness provide important
implications to design prevention and intervention services for reducing Internet-related
addictive behaviors.
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“No person is an island” (Donne 1975). This famous quote makes it clear that we are social
creatures desiring to form and maintain positive, coherent, and meaningful relationships with
others. As self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan 1985) and need-to-belong theory
(Baumeister and Leary 1995) emphasize, being related or belongingness is a basic and
universal psychological need for the human being, and a number of empirical studies have
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proved the vitality of belongingness in determining psychological well-being and functioning
(Arslan 2018b; Deci and Ryan 2008) with potential risks for psychological and physical
disorders (Arslan 2020; Baumeister 2012). Within this scope, social exclusion, being rejected
and ignored by social groups (Williams 2007a), is a painful experience that frustrates the basic
need to belong and causes social pain (Hartgerink et al. 2015; Riva et al. 2011). Social
exclusion has been associated with meaninglessness (Stillman et al. 2009), mental health
problems (Arslan 2018a), sense of dehumanization (Bastian and Haslam 2010), reduced
happiness (Sjåstad et al. 2020), increased depression and aggression (Arslan 2021; Gilman
et al. 2013; Florez et al. 2020), academic deficiencies (Arslan 2016), negative affect (Stanley
et al. 2020), and so on. Compared to inclusion, socially excluded individuals experience
cognitive impairments (Buelow and Wirth 2017), and difficulties arise in their self-regulation
ability (Oaten et al. 2008). Therefore, they go for riskier decision-makings that result in
destructive and problematic behaviors (Arslan et al. 2021; Buelow and Wirth 2017; Duru
et al. 2016; Peake et al. 2013) including alcohol addiction (Bacon et al. 2015) and unhealthy
behaviors (Twenge et al. 2002).

Social exclusion may also lead to another self-defeating behavior called Internet addiction
that is related to serious psychological problems especially for the age range between
adolescence and adulthood (Bozoglan and Demirer 2015; Koç 2017). Deficient self-
regulation is an influential factor behind Internet addiction and unregulated Internet usage
(Caplan 2010; LaRose et al. 2003; Tokunaga 2015). Moreover, socially excluded people are
more prone to isolate themselves from others to avoid any possibility of re-experiencing a
social exclusion scenario (Molden et al. 2009; Pfundmair et al. 2015). To escape the social
world, these individuals may prefer a virtual world where they can feel safe and avoid
suffering from social anxiety and interpersonal problems, although they may feel loneliness
(Caplan 2007). Therefore, social exclusion seems to lead people to seek more solitude (Ren
et al. 2016), and solitude seeking was already found to give rise to Internet usage (Wang et al.
2012). Moreover, it is also known that loneliness and excessive Internet usage mutually feed
each other (Özdemir et al. 2014; Yao and Zhong 2014).

Considering all mentioned above, exploring the relationship between social exclusion and
Internet addiction, two detrimental factors for human functioning, it is important to design
interventions for reducing addictive behaviors among young adults. Although several indicators
(e.g., impaired self-regulation, solitude seeking, avoiding social interactions) point out the
association between social exclusion and Internet addiction, there are limited research findings
on it with contradictory results. For example, a positive relationship between social exclusion and
Internet addiction was revealed by some early research (Lim 2019; Poon 2018). Similarly, Tas
and Öztosun (2018) concluded the positive predictor role of social exclusion on Internet addiction
in a Turkish sample. On the other hand, in another study again with a Turkish sample, no
significant association between these two variables was reported (Bagir et al. 2020). To this end,
the present study aims to shed light on the gap and controversy regarding the association between
social exclusion and Internet addiction. Furthermore, this study also attempts to discover the
mediating and moderating roles of self-forgiveness and mindfulness, two mechanisms that may
mitigate and moderate the relationship between social exclusion and Internet addiction.
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Self-Forgiveness and Mindfulness

Self-forgiveness is a process of emotion regulation that involves acknowledging respon-
sibility for behavior, acceptance of negative feelings, and gradual replacement of self-
directed thoughts, emotions, and behavior (Hall and Fincham 2005; Wohl et al. 2008).
Socially excluded individuals are likely to feel negative emotions of sadness, frustration,
anger, and stress; and they have a tendency to attribute blame to the self with low self-
appraisal (Williams 2007a, p14). As Hall and Fincham (2005) stated, self-directed
negative feelings and their psychological and physical effects might be restored through
self-forgiveness. Therefore, self-forgiveness may diminish guilt, self-blame, and self-
resentment, and may foster increased self-worth and self-compassion (Wohl and
McLaughlin 2014). Forgiveness itself helps the replacement of negative emotions with
positive ones (Hall and Fincham 2005). Thus, forgiveness may also affect the way
people react to the impacts of social exclusion. To illustrate, Zhang et al. (2019) reported
that forgiveness decreased the negative impact of social exclusion on anger and aggres-
sion. Likewise, forgiveness was found to be an effective coping strategy against the
negative impacts of bullying, which is a relational kind of social exclusion (Egan and
Todorov 2009). In addition, the benefits of these coping strategies may be generalized to
people with Internet addiction problems. The functional role of self-forgiveness in
addictive problems was already determined by several empirical findings (Gueta 2013;
Hook et al. 2015; Webb et al. 2011), and the same functionality was also captured in
Internet addiction (Arslan 2017). Nevertheless, to the best of the authors’ knowledge, no
study has tested the social exclusion and self-forgiveness interaction despite the signs as
stated above.

Mindfulness is another potential coping strategy that can reduce aggression and social
anxiety while increasing self-worth and well-being (Heppner et al. 2008; Lundwall et al.
2019; Rasmussen and Pidgeon 2011; Tanhan and Francisco 2019; Tanhan and Strack
2020). Mindfulness has its root in great Eastern and Western religious or spiritual
traditions, and mindfulness can take different forms and names in different traditions
(e.g., mindful eating, praying, muraqaba; Tanhan 2019). Mindfulness is a non-
judgmental acceptance of a person’s experience with a state of awareness with opening
space even for distressing and maladaptive thoughts and feelings (Hayes and Feldman
2004; Tanhan 2019). Mindfulness has positive effects on psychological health such as
better well-being, better emotional reactivity, and enhanced behavioral regulation (Keng
et al. 2011; Tanhan 2020). Previous research has supported the idea that mindfulness
might be a strong mechanism to cope with the self-defeating effects of social exclusion.
Jahanzeb et al. (2020) discovered the detrimental effect of social exclusion on job
performance through acquiescence silence, but higher mindfulness of individuals buff-
ered the effect of exclusion on acquiescence silence. Christensen-Salem et al. (2020) also
detected the negative relationship between mindfulness and social exclusion. Mindful-
ness promotes behavioral regulation ability (Keng et al. 2011), which is the main
problem behind Internet addiction (Caplan 2010; LaRose et al. 2003; Tokunaga 2015).
Thereby, mindfulness might prevent Internet addiction. Past research supported this
hypothesis that mindfulness had a positive impact on excessive Internet use and other
problematic behaviors like pathological gambling (Calvete et al. 2017; Gámez-Guadix
and Calvete 2016; Riley 2014). Moreover, Arslan (2017) showed that mindfulness was
negatively associated with Internet addiction and suggested that both forgiveness and
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mindfulness should be used as treatment strategies against Internet addiction. Overall, in
light of related literature, forgiveness and mindfulness may play alleviating roles in the
association between social exclusion and Internet addiction, and mindfulness is expected
to buffer the effect of social exclusion on Internet addiction.

The Current Study

The recent study aims to investigate the relationship between social exclusion and
Internet addiction by considering the mediating and moderating roles of self-
forgiveness and mindfulness. Social exclusion is defined as “the kiss of social death”
by Williams (2007b) with vital negative outcomes, as explained above. Internet addiction
is another toxic problem that brings about severe psychological problems. Exploring the
factors behind Internet addiction is crucial to understand, prevent, and intervene against
it (Young et al. 2011). Since social exclusion causes deficient behavioral regulation,
social anxiety, solitude seeking, and other negative effects that seem to provide a basis
for Internet addiction, a positive association is expected between social exclusion and
Internet addiction. Moreover, rather than just pointing out the causes of Internet addic-
tion, self-forgiveness and mindfulness as two potential mitigating factors are going to be
presented. By doing so, a model linking the negative and positive impacts of important
variables for human functioning can be drawn. We tested the following hypotheses (H1)
to examine whether self-forgiveness mediated the association between social exclusion
and Internet addiction and (H2) whether mindfulness moderated the mediating effect of
self-forgiveness on the association between social exclusion and Internet addiction, as
shown in Fig. 1.

Method

Participants

The participants of the present study included 358 undergraduate students attending a
state university in an urban city in Turkey. They ranged in age from 20 to 28 years (M =
21.89, SD = 1.95). The participants comprised 206 (57.5%) female and 152 (42.5%) male
college young adults. They also reported their socioeconomic statuses (SES) as follows:

Fig. 1 The conceptual model
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low SES = 9.2%, moderate SES = 62.8%, and high SES = 27.7%. Before starting the data
collection, a consent form was presented that ensured them that their responses would be
used only anonymously for study purposes based on their voluntary participation. A
paper-and-pencil survey was created using demographic items and study measurement
tools, and the survey was administered to the students who had volunteered to
participate.

Measures

Social Exclusion Scale (SES) The SES, a subscale of the General Belongingness Scale (GBS;
Malone et al. 2012), was used to measure individuals’ perception of social exclusion. The SES
includes six items scored from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7; e.g., “Friends and
family do not involve me in their plans”). Previous studies reported the scale had adequate
internal reliability estimates with Turkish young adults (Duru 2015). Findings from this study
indicated the internal reliability estimate of SES was adequate (α = .85).

Internet Addiction Test (IAT) The IAT was used to assess the addictive Internet use of college
students (Young 1998). The IAT is a 20-item self-report instrument (e.g., “How often do you
find that you stay online longer than you intended to?”) and the scale’s items were responded
to using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from does not apply (1) to always applies (5). The scale
provided adequate internal reliability estimates for the Turkish sample (Boysan et al. 2017). In
the present study, the internal reliability estimate of the scale was adequate (α = .89).

Self-Forgiveness Scale (SFS) The SFS, a subscale of the Heartland Forgiveness Scale (HFS;
Thompson et al. 2005), was used to measure an individual’s self-forgiveness level (e.g.,
“Although I feel bad at first when I mess up, over time I can give myself some slack”). The
scale includes six items scoring based on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from almost always
false more than true (1) to almost always true for me (7). Past research demonstrated that the
scale had an adequate internal reliability estimate with a Turkish sample (Bugay and Demir
2010). The internal reliability estimate of the scale with the present sample was adequate
(α = .89).

Mindfulness Scale (MS) The MS, a subscale of the Compassion Scale (CS; Pommier 2011),
was used to measure young adults’ mindfulness levels. The MS includes four items (e.g., “I
notice when people are upset, even if they don’t say anything.”), and all items are scored on a
5-point Likert scale ranging between almost never (1) and almost always (5). Previous research
showed that the scale demonstrated an adequate internal reliability estimate with a Turkish
sample (α = .85; Akdeniz and Deniz 2016). In the present study, the internal reliability
estimate of the scale was adequate (α = .67).

Data Analyses

As the first phase of the data analyses, descriptive statistics and correlation analyses for the
variables of the study were conducted. The assumption of normality was checked using the
scores of kurtosis and skewness, and their values < |1| are reported as acceptable for a normal
distribution (Field 2009). Pearson product-moment analysis was next performed to examine
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the relationships between the study variables. As the second phase of the data analyses, a
moderated mediation model was employed to test whether mindfulness moderated the medi-
ating role of self-forgiveness in the association between social exclusion and Internet addiction
using the PROCESS macro version 3.5 (Model 8) for SPSS (Hayes 2018). The significance of
indirect effects in the moderated mediation model was examined using the bootstrapping
method with 5000 resamples to estimate the 95% confidence intervals (Hayes 2018; Preacher
and Hayes 2008). All study analyses were employed using SPSS version 25.

Results

Descriptive statistics results showed that skewness and kurtosis scores were between − .81 and
.57, indicating that all study variables were relatively normally distributed (kurtosis and
skewness scores < |1|). Furthermore, correlation analysis showed that social exclusion had
significant and negative correlations with self-forgiveness and mindfulness, but was positively
correlated with Internet addiction. Internet addiction was also negatively and significantly
associated with self-forgiveness and mindfulness. There was a positive and significant rela-
tionship between self-forgiveness and mindfulness. Descriptive statistics, correlation results,
and internal reliability estimates for the study variables are shown in Table 1.

After examining the descriptive statistics, the moderated mediation model was performed to
explore whether mindfulness moderated the mediating effect of self-forgiveness in the rela-
tionship between social exclusion and Internet addiction. Results from the moderated media-
tion analysis revealed that self-forgiveness was significantly predicted by social exclusion and
mindfulness, and the model accounted for 12% of the variance in self-forgiveness. Mindful-
ness also significantly moderated the predictive effect of social exclusion on the self-
forgiveness of young people (interaction effect b = − .02, p <. 001; R2 change = .03). The
simple slope also indicated that the indirect effect of social exclusion on self-forgiveness was
observed when mindfulness was high (+1 SD) and moderate yet not when mindfulness was
low (–1SD), as seen in Fig. 2.

The results of the study further indicated that Internet addiction was significantly predicted
by social exclusion, self-forgiveness, and mindfulness. Mindfulness moderated the effect of
social exclusion (interaction effect b = .04, p < . 05; R2 change = .01) on Internet addiction
among young people. All variables together explained 18% of the variance in Internet
addiction. The simple slope also revealed that the indirect effect of social exclusion on Internet
addiction was observed when mindfulness was low (– 1 SD) and moderate, but not when
mindfulness was high (+ 1 SD), as seen in Fig. 2. Taken together, the study results indicated

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations between variables

Scale Descriptive statistics Correlation coefficients (r)

α Min. Max. M SD Skew Kurt 1. 2. 3. 4.

1. SES .85 6 42 18.13 10.14 .49 − .81 –
2. SFS .89 10 42 26.44 5.04 .30 .45 − .24** –
3. MS .67 4 20 14.28 3.81 − .34 − .65 − .42** .27** –
4. IAS .89 23 95 57.83 12.79 .57 .12 .35** − .24** − .31** –

**p < .001. Skew, skewness; Kurt, kurtosis; SES, social exclusion; SFS, self-forgiveness; MS, mindfulness; IAS,
Internet addiction; Min and Max, minimum and maximum scores; α, Internal reliability coefficient
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that self-forgiveness mediated the impacts of social exclusion on Internet addiction, and
mindfulness had a protective role on forgiveness and addictive behaviors in the face of adverse
impacts of social exclusion among Turkish young people (Table 2).

Discussion

Internet addiction is a growingly prevalent behavioral addiction (Pezoa-Jares et al. 2012) that
causes numerous psychological problems (Arslan et al. 2021; Bozoglan and Demirer 2015).
For example, in a recent study conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, Tanhan (2020)
reported that about 5% (N = 127) of the college students as the participants reported psycho-
pathology including “online addiction disorders” as one of the most important concerns for
their mental health. Aligning with our results, the participants reported mindfulness (e.g., being
present at the moment, 33%) as one of the most important facilitators for their mental health

Fig. 2 Moderating effects of mindfulness
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well-being during the COVID-19 home confinement (Tanhan 2020). Based on all these,
investigating the causes and consequences of Internet addiction and its relationship with other
variables is fundamental to comprehend, prevent, and intervene in the addiction (Young et al.
2011). Therefore, as a predictive factor, we tested the concept of social exclusion, which
restrains individuals from satisfying the basic need of belongingness and creates devastating
physical and psychological consequences for human functioning (Arslan 2018c; Baumeister
2012; Fung et al. 2016). Moreover, the current study has also provided buffering factors for
undesired effects of social exclusion on Internet addiction. All in all, the present study
examined a moderated mediation model to test whether mindfulness moderated the mediating
role of self-forgiveness in the association between social exclusion and Internet addiction.
Overall findings showed that social exclusion significantly predicted increased Internet addic-
tion, and self-forgiveness mediated this effect with the moderating role of mindfulness. In line
with our expectations, forgiveness toward the self and being mindful mitigated and moderated
the positive association between two hazardous phenomena, social exclusion and Internet
addiction.

First, the results showed that social exclusion positively predicted Internet addiction, as also
captured by a limited number of past research (Lim 2019; Poon 2018). However, in the
Turkish sample, while Tas and Öztosun (2018) came up with a supportive finding, another
early research did not report a significant relationship between social exclusion and Internet
addiction (Bagir et al. 2020). The current study is thought to shed light on this controversy
both in national and broader contexts. Thwarted fulfillment of being related is responsible for
countless problems as clearly discussed earlier above. Being excluded leads people to expe-
rience some deprivation in cognitive reasoning and self-regulation (Buelow and Wirth 2017;
Oaten et al. 2008), and these are some main impairments that lie behind Internet addiction
(Tokunaga 2015). Furthermore, increased social anxiety by social exclusion also pushes
victims to stay in loneliness to refrain from re-experiencing an exclusion scenario (Caplan
2007), and loneliness itself contributes to Internet addiction (Wang et al. 2012; Yao and Zhong
2014).

Additionally, social exclusion negatively predicted both self-forgiveness and mindfulness
as expected. And no research has directly examined the relationship of self-forgiveness with

Table 2 Unstandardized coefficients for the moderated mediation model

Consequent
M (self-forgiveness) Y (Internet addiction)

Antecedent Coeff. SE t p Coeff. SE t p
X (social exclusion) − .09 .03 − 3.17 .001 .29 .07 4.19 < .001
M (self-forgiveness) – – – – − .39 13 − 2.98 .003
W (mindfulness) .28 .07 3.93 < .001 −.51 18 − 2.85 .004
X×W − .02 .01 − 3.24 < .001 − .04 .02 − 2.34 .020
Constant 25.76 .27 95.39 < .001 66.93 3.42 19.55 < .001

R2=.12; R2 change=.03
F=15.84; p<.001

R2=.18; R2 change=.01
F=19.54; p<.001

Conditional indirect effect of social exclusion on Internet addiction through self-forgiveness
Mindfulness Effect Boot SE Boot LL 95% CI Boot UL 95% CI
– 1 SD (− 3.80) .01 .01 −.02 .03
M (.00) .03 .02 .01 .07
+ 1 SD (3.80) .06 .03 .02 .12

SE, standard error; Coeff, unstandardized coefficient; X, independent variable; M, mediator variables; Y,
outcomes or dependent variables. Bootstrap sample size = 5000
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social exclusion. However, past literature emphasized that self-forgiveness helped the replace-
ment of the self-directed negativity with better self-worth and self-compassion (Hall and
Fincham 2005; Wohl and McLaughlin 2014). It is also known that enhanced self-worth and
self-compassion weakened the threatening outcomes of social exclusion (Jiang and Chen
2020). The negative association between social exclusion and mindfulness was also in line
with early findings in the related literature (Christensen-Salem et al. 2020; Jahanzeb et al.
2020). Similar to self-forgiveness, being mindful enables people to restore dysfunctional
thoughts and feelings with functional ones that contribute to psychological well-being,
including elevated self-worth and better emotional and behavioral control (Hayes and
Feldman 2004; Keng et al. 2011; Rasmussen and Pidgeon 2011; Tanhan 2019, 2020). In this
context, based on the current findings, it can be noted that both self-forgiveness and mindful-
ness have a healing effect on impacts of thwarted need satisfaction.

Empirical research already pointed out the functionality of self-forgiveness and mindfulness
on psychological health and well-being like an enhanced positive development, better resil-
ience, and coping in face of stressors, and decreased negative outcomes (Barnard and Curry
2011; Trompetter et al. 2017; Wohl et al. 2008). Compatible with this functionality, the present
results demonstrated that self-forgiveness and mindfulness negatively predicted Internet ad-
diction. In other words, participants with higher self-forgiveness and mindfulness levels
reported lower Internet addiction, and they were influenced less by being socially excluded.
Arslan (2017), for example, brought out that both forgiveness and mindfulness negatively
predicted Internet addiction in young people. Specifically, mindfulness was found to be
negatively related to addictive behaviors like Internet addiction (Calvete et al. 2017; Gámez-
Guadix and Calvete 2016; Riley 2014). Moreover, not specific to Internet addiction, but
several existing studies showed the benefits of self-forgiveness in coping with different
addictive behaviors (Gueta 2013; Hook et al. 2015; Webb et al. 2011).

Conclusions and Limitations

The results from the current study should be considered in light of some limitations. First, the
sample was formed based on a convenience sampling method, which decreases the represen-
tativeness of the sample. Secondly, it is a cross-sectional study with the use of self-report
measurement tools that lacks cause and effect relationship. In that sense, replicating the
hypotheses testing with different measurement approaches of experimental and longitudinal
designs will boost the findings. Moreover, the current sample is also limited to university
students, which limits the generalizability of the findings as well. Hence, testing the present
variables with other age groups is recommended for further research. Finally, addressing other
potential factors that mediate and moderate the effect of social exclusion on Internet addiction
is needed to understand the nature of this relationship better.

In general, the present study brought to a conclusion that social exclusion has negative
effects on Internet addiction in young adults, and self-forgiveness has meditated this associ-
ation with the moderating role of mindfulness. This moderated mediation model suggests that
mindfulness buffers the negative consequences of social exclusion that form a basis for
problematic Internet use. First, mental health workers in the field are suggested to design
prevention and intervention programs to deal with the problems brought by social exclusion
like social anxiety, loneliness, social isolation, and impaired self-regulation (Baumeister and
Leary 1995; Baumeister et al. 2005; Boardman 2011). These programs will overall contribute
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to psychological need satisfaction of belongingness for mental health and well-being with
flourishing outcomes (Yıldırım and Çelik-Tanrıverdi 2020; Arslan 2018a; Arslan and Coşkun
2020; Duru and Arslan 2014). Negative outcomes caused by social exclusion (e.g., social
anxiety and loneliness) are also some main determinants of Internet addiction as discussed
throughout the current paper. Therefore, suggested interventions to professionals in the field
may also contribute to the prevention of Internet addiction in youth.

Contending with negative outcomes of social exclusion and Internet addiction, mitigating
and buffering roles of self-forgiveness and mindfulness should also be considered in interven-
tion services. Mindfulness-based interventions were shown to be effective on broad content of
problems (Shonin et al. 2013), as also for self-forgiveness-based intervention (Scherer et al.
2011). After all, the current study reached out that detrimental effects of social exclusion seem
to hit Internet addiction as well, and promoting self-forgiveness and mindfulness in youth
might be useful to help socially excluded and Internet-addicted individuals. In addition to all
these, future researchers can utilize a quite new qualitative method called Online Photovoice
(Doyumğaç et al. 2021; Tanhan et al. 2021) to understand the main variables in this study (e.g.,
social exclusion, Internet addiction) and the dynamic among them through mixed-method
studies.

To conclude, self-forgiveness mediated the relationship between social exclusion and
Internet addiction, and mindfulness moderated the mediating role of self-forgiveness. In other
words, the results implied that mindfulness and self-forgiveness helped in dealing with social
exclusion, so in return they may also help young adults lessen the risk for problematic Internet
use. All these early findings mentioned above are supportive signs for generalizability of
mitigating effects of self-forgiveness and mindfulness to social exclusion experience and
Internet addiction. Hence, professionals in the field might take advantage of these buffering
factors in their intervention programs against the effects of social exclusion and Internet
addiction.
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