Hygeia Public Health 2018, 53(2): 165-170

165

Problematic Internet use among young adults

Problematyczne uzywanie Internetu wsréd mtodych dorostych

ANDRzE] Cupo, NATALIA Koris, DARIUSZ ZAPALA

Katedra Psychologii Eksperymentalnej, Katolicki Uniwersytet Lubelski Jana Pawta Il

Wprowadzenie. Rozwoj nowoczesnych technologii, a przede
wszystkim Internetu przyczynit si¢ do wielu zmian spotecznych.
Czesé¢ z nich ma wymiar pozytywny, ale oprécz nich obserwowane
sa zachowania destrukcyjne zwigzane z korzystaniem z tego medium.

Cel. Scharakteryzowanie problematycznego uzywania Internetu w grupie
mtodych dorostych oraz wskazanie czynnikow z nim powigzanych.

Materiaty i metody. W badaniach wzieto udziat 675 studentow
lubelskich uczelni wyzszych w wieku 19-30 lat. Wykorzystano Test
Problematycznego Uzywania Internetu (TPUI22) oraz autorska
metryczke zawierajaca pytania dotyczace m.in. ilosci godzin poswiecanych
w ciggu tygodnia na korzystanie z Internetu, portali spotecznosciowych
oraz gier komputerowych.

Woryniki. Na podstawie przeprowadzonych analiz stwierdzono, ze
8,1% studentek i 14,9% studentow, znalazto sig w grupie przejawiajacej
wysokie problematyczne uzywanie Internetu. Ponadto zaobserwowano,
ze zwigzek migdzy dysfunkcyjnym korzystaniem z sieci a czasem
spedzanym na portalach spotecznosciowych byt silniejszy w grupie kobiet
niz w grupie mezczyzn. Mezczyzni spedzali statystycznie wigcej czasu
w ciggu tygodnia na graniu w gry komputerowe. Wykazano réwniez
dodatni zwigzek miedzy problematycznym korzystaniem z Internetu,
a czasem poswigcanym na korzystanie z sieci, portali spoteczno$ciowych
oraz gier komputerowych.

Whioski. Uzyskane wyniki badan powinny by¢ wykorzystane
w dyskusjach nad ksztattowaniem oddziatywan profilaktycznych
majacych na celu nauke funkcjonalnego korzystania z sieci wéréd mtodych
dorostych. Ponadto w dziataniach profilaktycznych, terapii oraz kolejnych
badaniach nalezatoby uwzgledni¢ odmiennos¢ czynnikow warunkujacych
problematyczne uzywanie Internetu przez kobiety i mezczyzn.

Stowa kluczowe: problematyczne uzywanie Internetu, mtodzi dorosli,
korzystanie z Internetu

Introduction. Development of advanced technologies, most
importantly the Internet, has contributed to many social changes. Some
of these are positive, however we also can observe destructive behaviors
connected with its use.

Aim. To characterize problematic Internet use in a group of youngadults
and indicate factors associated with it.

Material & method. The study was carried out in a group of 675
students of the universities in Lublin, rangingin age from 19 to 30 years.
Itapplied Problematic Internet Use Test (Polish: Test Problematycznego
Uzywania Internetu — TPUI22) and a short questionnaire related to such
issues as the weekly number of hours spent online, in social media and
playing computer games.

Results. Based on the analyses it was found that 8.1% of the young
females and 14.9% of the young males displayed a highly problematic
Internet use. Furthermore it was observed that, in comparison to
the males, the group of the female students revealed a stronger link
between dysfunctional Internet use and time spent on social media.
The males spent statistically more time per week playing computer
games. It was also shown there was a positive correlation between
problematic Internet use and time spent online, on social media and
playing computer games.

Conclusion. The findings should be used in discussions focusing on
development of preventive measures designed to teach young adults to
use the Internet in a functional manner. Moreover, prevention, therapy
and further research should take into account the fact that problematic
Internet use among females and males is determined by different factors.
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Introduction

Developments in advanced technologies, includ-
ing the Internet, have facilitated access to information,
electronic services and to remote means of communi-
cation. Internet users can take advantage of numerous
applications which aid them in activities of daily liv-
ing. Indeed, fewer and fewer people can imagine life
without online communication. However, besides the

positive changes which can be observed, there is more
and more evidence of problems and harmful effects
possibly resulting from dysfunctional and compulsive
use of the Internet [ 1-4].

It should be emphasized that in Poland 61% of
households with children had access to the Internet
in 2008, and by 2016 the rate increased to 98% [5].
Furthermore, problematic Internet use in a sample of
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young adults was identified in 6.3% of the male and
in 4.3% of the female subjects [6]. Similar findings
were also acquired by another study involving the
Polish population [7]. Moreover, Poprawa [8] con-
ducted a study among individuals aged 9-65 years, and
reported that in the group of subjects up to 24 years
of age 13.06% of the individuals were in the risk
group for problematic Internet use and 2.08% showed
compulsive Internet use. In the group of subjects over
24 years of age those using the Internet in risky ways
accounted for 12.79%, while dysfunctional Internet
use was shown by 1.96% of the subjects. In the group
of adolescents the symptoms of Internet addiction
were observed at the rate of 1.3% while 12% of these
subjects were in the risk group [9].

In the literature we can encounter a number of
terms pertaining to dysfunctional use of the Internet,
such as Internet addiction, problematic Internet use,
pathological Internet use, compulsive Internet use,
webaholism, netoholism, etc. [ 10, 11]. This multitude
of phrases results from the fact that various researchers
approach the phenomenon in different ways [ 12]. Itis
possible to distinguish three approaches to problemat-
ic Internet use, where they are treated as: 1. behavior
classified in the spectrum of obsessive-compulsive dis-
order or impulse control disorder; 2. behavior similar
to those observed in addiction to psychoactive sub-
stances; 3. behavior associated with resource deficits
connected with social relations and their development
[13]. Yet, so far no systematic and uniform criteria
related to Internet addiction have been defined and
included in international classifications. Currently
Internet Gaming Disorder is the only related prob-
lem listed in the DSM-V published by the American
Psychiatric Association. Yet, rather than recognize it
as a separate nosological entity the manual classifies
the problem in Section III, as a condition for further

study [14].

Kimberly Young [ 15] defined Internet addiction
as impaired control of habitual behaviors, which does
not involve intoxication yet significantly and visibly
damages the individual’s functioning in all domains
of life (personal, social, family, career). Beard and
Wolf [16] and Augustynek [17] also developed this
addiction criteria.

Davis [ 18] proposed a distinction between gen-
eralized and specific pathological Internet use. The
former is mainly associated with lack of social support,
feeling of isolation and loneliness. The term relates to
individuals who use the Internet in multidimensional
ways. Such individuals spend long hours in front of
the computer chatting via instant messaging sites
or they keep checking their virtual mailbox. In this
case Internet use fits in with the person’s unrealistic
picture of the world and is expected to turn their at-

tention away from currently experienced problems or
emotions. Importantly, the user does not have a clearly
specified objective for using the Internet. On the other
hand the latter type is linked with a specific area of
online activity (e.g. gambling, pornography; etc.). Itis
observed in individuals previously displaying disturb-
ing pathological behaviors — dependency on specific
features of the Internet, such as cybersex, overuse
of pornography related sites or online gaming. Such
individuals satisfy their needs in the virtual world,
yet this is of secondary nature. The ideas proposed by
Davis [ 18] were developed by Brand, Young and Laier
[19] who designed models of functional Internet use
as well as generalized and specific Internet addiction.
In the case of the former model the authors emphasize
that the Internet is only a tool enabling the user to
satisfy their needs and achieve their goals. The way
of spending time online and the contents sought for
are subordinate to the person’s plans and objectives.
In their discussion of generalized Internet addiction
they argue, just like Davis [ 18], that users mainly
display a need to connect with the web and to spend
time online. The subject matter is of lesser importance
and activity of such individuals is scattered all over
the Internet.
Aim

Research reviews have suggested there may be
differences between men and women in the intensity
of problematic Internet use [ 6, 20 ]. However, previous
research results are inconclusive [ 6, 21 ]. Furthermore,
it is expected that problematic Internet use will be as-
sociated with different contents sought online by the
two groups. Based on the above the following research
questions were specified:

1. What is the prevalence of problematic Internet
use among university students?

2. Are there any sex-related differences in the inten-
sity of problematic Internet use?

3. Are there differences between men and women in
the amount of time spent online, using websites
or computer games?

4. Is there any correlation between amount of time
online and the extent of problematic Internet use?

5. Are there any differences between men and wo-
men in terms of correlation between problematic
Internet use and weekly amount of time spent:
a. online? b. using social media? c. playing com-
puter games?

Material and method

The study was carried out in a group of 675 stu-
dents of the universities in Lublin, yet due to incom-
plete data the scores of 6 subjects were removed from
turther analyses. The subjects’” age ranged from 19 to
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30 years (20.75+1.97). The study group comprised
528 women (78.9%) and 141 men (21.1%). In terms
of place of origin there were four groups, i.e. individu-
als from rural areas (32.7%), from towns with popu-
lation up to 30.000 (16.6%), towns with population
up to 70.000 (13.3%) and cities with population of
more than 70.000 (37.4%). On average the subjects
used the Internet for 36.94+24.18 hours per week.
Mean weekly amount of time spent using websites was
24.03%22.93 hours. On the other hand on the average
the students spent 2.88+7.85 hours per week playing
computer games.

Methods:

1. Problematic Internet Use Test (Polish: Test Pro-
blematycznego Uzywania Internetu—TPUI22) is a
Polish version of Kimberly Young’s Internet Ad-
diction Test (IAT), adapted by Ryszard Poprawa
[8]. It consists of 22 items. Subjects provide an-
swers on a 6-point scale specifying how often they
perform certain activities or experience certain
feelings in connection with Internet use. The pos-
sible score is in the range from 0 to 110, and the
scores over 49 points reflect stronger compulsive
engagement in the Internet and greater number
of existing symptoms of Problematic Internet
Use, which correspond with diagnostic criteria
for Internet Addiction proposed by Young [15].
The method presents very good psychometric
properties. The Crombach’ alpha equals 0.935.
The discriminatory power of the items is in the
range from 0.40 to 0.70. The split-half reliability
equals 0.95 with correlation between the halves
amounting to 0.91 [8].

2. A short questionnaire related to demographics
as well as a number of hours spent online, using
social networking websites and playing computer
games per week. Additionally, the subjects were
asked to provide names of the most frequently
used websites.

Table |. Research results of problematic Internet use study using TPUI22

Results

In order to describe prevalence of problematic
Internet use in the group of students the acquired
findings were examined taking into account the norms
defined for the Polish population [8]. They were
also compared to the data reported by other studies
which applied the Problematic Internet Use Test [8].
Detailed statistics are presented in Table I.

The scores were examined with Pearson’s y? test
for statistical significance of sex-related differences
in the level of problematic Internet use. Symptoms of
Internet addiction and their intensity were assessed
using norms developed by Ryszard Poprawa [8]. The
analyses showed no differences related to problematic
Internet use between the male and the female subjects
(%*(ar==06.32; p=0.117). Yet, based on estimation of
adjusted standardized residuals a difference between
the women and the men was found in highly problem-
atic Internet use (z=2.4; p<0.001). Detailed results
are shown in Table II.

No statistically significant differences were found
between the groups of various origins in terms of place
of residence and the levels of problematic Internet use
(%*(at=12y=8.05; p=0.781).

Furthermore, correlations between problematic
Internet use and weekly amount of time spent on the
Internet, using websites and computer games were
examined with the Spearman’s rho (Table IIT).

In order to verify whether or not women differed
from men in the weekly amount of time spent using
the Internet, social networking services, and computer
games, further analyses were conducted with the use
of Student’s t-test. Due to lack of homogeneity of
variances in the case of the weekly hours spent playing
computer games the analyses applied Cochran-Cox
t-test. Based on the calculations it was shown that the
men spend more time playing computer games than
the women. No sex-related differences were identified
in the amount of time spent visiting websites or using
the Internet (Table IV).

Tabela 1. Zestawienie wynikéw w zakresie problematycznego uzywania Internetu przy uzyciu TPUI22

Problematic Internet use
Present study

/Problematyczne uzywanie Internetu /Obecne badanie [6] [20] [22] [23] [24] [8] [8]
(TPUI 22)
very low /bardzo niskie 3,0% 1,9% 2,2% 2,2% 2,5% 2,6%
low /niskie 20,2% 23,3% 16,8% 12,3% 18,1% 15,5% 13.8% 14,4%
average /przecietne 66,5% 69,9% 51,9% 74,4% 73,4% 46,9% 68,5% 68,2%
high /wysokie 9,6% 4,9% 31,3% 10,7% 5,9% 29,0% 13.1% 12,8%
very high /bardzo wysokie 0,7% 0,4% 0,4% 8,6% 2,1% 2,0%
Participants’ numer /1103¢ oséb badanych N=669 N=800 N=536 N=505 N=270 N=303 N=2596 N=1329
Age (in years) /Wiek (w latach) 19-30 17-30 18-26 16-19 16-19 15-20 9-24 24-65
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The Spearman’s rho was applied to examine cor-
relations between compulsive Internet use and time
spent online, using social media or computer games.
Analyses were also conducted to verify differences in
these coefficients between the female and the male
subjects [25, 26]. It was observed that the women
differed from the men, in terms of the strength of cor-
relation between problematic Internet use and weekly
hours spent using social networking services (z=2.18;
p=0.027). In the case of the female subjects the re-

Table 1. Frequencies and percentage of men and women with a certain level
of problematic Internet use

Tabela I1. Czestosci i odsetki kobiet i mezczyzn o okreslonym poziomie proble-
matycznego korzystania z Internetu

o ) Sex /Pte¢
/ Problgrr:at\?rcnzigcu];\]/t\z;?ﬁz LIlr?fernetu Women /Kobiety _Men /Mezczyzni
% N %
very low /bardzo niskie 15 2,8 5 3,5
low /niskie 107 20,3 28 19,9
average /przecietne 359 68,0 86 61,0
high /wysokie 43 8,1 21 14,9
very high /bardzo wysokie 4 0,8 1 0,7
Total /Ogétem 528 100,0 141 100,0

X ar-9=6.32; p=0.177

Table 11I. The correlation coefficients between analyzed variables
Tabela 11I. Wspotczynniki korelacji pomiedzy analizowanymi zmiennymi

Variables /Zmienne [ [2] (3]

[1] Number of hours — Internet
/1lod¢ godzin Internet

[2] Number of hours - social networks ~ rho  0.70

/1l0$¢ godzin portale p<  0.001

[3] Number of hours — games rho  0.13 -0.01

/1lod¢ godzin gry p<  0.001  0.829

[4] Problematic Internet use rho 0.28 0.28 0.17

/Problematyczne uzywanie Internetu p<  0.001 0.001 0.001

lationship between these variables is stronger than
in the male subjects. Detailed findings are presented
in Table IV.

An additional analysis focused on the subjects’
use of Facebook. In a question related to this type
of websites 89.8% of the university students named
Facebook as the social networking service which they
were using. Yet no statistically significant difference
was found between the females and the males in terms
of Facebook use (y*=1,=1.32; p=0.250).

Discussion

Based on the conducted study it can be deter-
mined that 8.1% of the female and 14.9% of the male
students were in a group showing symptoms of highly
problematic Internet use. On the other hand 61.0%
of the females and 68.0% of the males were in a group
presenting average level of this type of compulsive be-
havior. These findings correspond with other studies
conducted among students [6, 7, 20]. It should be
emphasized that in accordance with conclusions re-
ported by Aouil i Siedlaczek [ 27 ] a greater variability
in the level of compulsive Internet use in relation to
the level of education was observed among women
than among men. Furthermore, like in earlier studies
[20] it was shown that male students were more likely
to overuse the Internet than female students.

In addition, it was observed there was a correlation
between problematic Internet use and amount of time
spent using the Internet, computer games and social
media. Earlier research suggests that players showing
symptoms of overusing computer games account for
33.5% of those using the Internet in dysfunctional ways.
In the group of those using the Internet in functional
ways the rate was 3.9% [28]. Furthermore the correla-
tion between dysfunctional Internet use and time spent

Table IV, Average time spent weekly by men and women using Intemet, social portals and computer games and rho-Spearman correlation coefficients be-
tween problematic Internet use and number of hours of using Intemet, social networks and computer games

Tabela IV, Sredni czas spedzany przez kobiety i mezczyzn w ciggu tygodnia na korzystaniu z Internetu, portali internetowych oraz gier komputerowych oraz
wspdtczynniki korelacji rho-Spearmana pomiedzy problematycznym uzywaniem Internetu, a iloscig godzin korzystania z Internetu, portali spotecznodciowych

oraz gier komputerowych

Differences between variables

» . Women /Kobiety Men /Mezczyzniw
Hours number /llo$¢ godzin t p<
M SD M SD
Internet 36.69 24.74 37.84 21.99 -0.50 0.616
social networks /portale 24.62 22.56 21.79 24.24 1.30 0.194
games /gry 1.78 6.24 7.00 11.23 -7.29 0.001
Differences between rho-Spearman correlation coefficients
. . Women /Kobiety Men /Mezczyzni
Hours number /1lo$¢ godzin z p<
rho p< rho p<
Internet 0.30 0.001 0.21 0.013 1.01 0314
social networks /portale 0.33 0.001 0.13 0.120 2.18 0.027
games /gry 0.17 0.001 0.23 0.005 -0.65 0.513
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using social media was stronger in the group of female
subjects than in the group of male students. With regard
to this factor, a study by Thompson and Lougheed [29]
carried out in a group of 268 students showed that,
compared to the male subjects, the female students were
more likely to spend greater amount of time on Facebook
than they intended, felt more connected to friends from
the social networking site than to those in their daily
life and felt more dependent on the medium. Moreover,
Haferkamp, et al. [ 30] showed that women mostly used
social media to compare themselves with other people
while men more often used such media to find friends.
Therefore it can be assumed that the stronger relation
between problematic Internet use and amount of time
devoted to social media observed among female subjects
may be linked for instance to a different kind of motiva-
tion they feel for using such media [31].

Furthermore, the results of this study showed
that problematic Internet use is not in fact a homoge-
neous phenomenon. According to the Interaction of
Person-Affect-Cognition-Execution (I-PACE) model
for specific Internet use addiction [32], the Internet
addiction is primarily related to the use of certain web
content, not just to being online. The use of certain
Internet applications may lead to users receiving more
gratification from them. The more time a user spends
on a specific application, the more this can lead to an
increase in cue reactivity and craving in response to the
stimulus of the application. This effect may be related
to both Pavlovian and instrumental conditioning pro-
cesses [ 32]. Therefore, the differences between men
and women who play computer games as well as the
use of social networks may result from the difference in
gratification that each group receives. Muscanell and
Guadagno [33] demonstrated that women with low
agreeableness used the instant messaging features of
Facebook and MySpace more often than women who
were highly agreeable. They also showed that men
who were less open played more games on Facebook
and MySpace compared to men who were highly open.
Their findings also indicate that women and men
differ in terms of their use of certain functions of the
web application. Their results may indicate that men
and women also differ from each other in the use of
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