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ABSTRACT

Background: With the invention of the Internet and its widespread popularity, in addition
to the many benefits, it was accompanied by many damages and problems. The biggest
damage tousing this technology is addiction. Internet addiction can be a chronic, pervasive,
recurring, and very damaging disorder. This study aimed to determine the prevalence of
internet addiction and its relation with demographic factors among the students of Gonabad
Universities in the academic year 2015-2016.

Methods: The study design was cross-sectional. The sample of the study was all students
of Azad and Payam Noor University of Gonabad. A total of 1182 students of Azad and
Payam Noor University of Gonabad participated in the research process by simple random
sampling. To collect data, the demographic questionnaire and Young’s Internet addiction
scale was used. Data was analyzed using SPSS descriptive statistics software version 19,
and the chi-squared test.

Results: The prevalence rate of Internet addiction was 14.3%. The prevalence rate in male
and female samples was 14.1% and 14.5%, respectively. A total of 33.9% of students in
the sample were at risk of Internet addiction disorder. The results of chi-square test results
showed no significant relationship between gender, marital status, the field of study, and
Internet addiction (P>0.05). However, the results of the analysis indicated a significant
relationship between age, place of residence, level of education, and type of university with

Article info: the prevalence of Internet addiction (P<0.05).
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1. Introduction

he Internet has been known as an effec-

tive tool in various scientific areas, busi-

ness, education, culture, and policy [1, 2].

It has grown significantly in recent years,

and it has dramatically revolutionized the
ways we communicate. Despite all its benefits, overuse
can be costly [3]. Internet addiction is one of the de-
structive consequences of the Internet and a new type
of mental health disorder in the 21 century [4]. As far as
we know, the diagnostic and statistical manual of mental
disorders (DSM) does not include a separate category
that has been considered for Internet addiction disorder,
but its diagnostic criteria overlap with those of impulse
control disorders, compulsive gambling, and substance
dependence [5]. Addiction is a condition characterized
by a persistent physical or mental desire to use drugs [6].
Researchers tend to classify people who are addicted to
the Internet as addicts because they show the same signs
and symptoms as people with drug and alcohol addic-
tion. Griffiths believes that Internet addiction consists of
six common components with other addictions, salience
(dominance of thought, feeling, and behavior), mood
modification (Internet as a coping mechanism), toler-
ance (increase the amount of Internet activity to achieve
the former level of pleasure), withdrawal (unpleasant
feelings and physical symptoms when Internet activity
is reduced or stopped), conflict (between the addict and
other people, other activities or within the individual),
and relapse (tendency to repeat patterns of excessive use
after reducing or stopping) [7]. Young people, especial-
ly students, have shown a great interest in the Internet in
the last two decades [8].

According to available statistics in Iran, the number
of Internet users in schools and universities is 15 mil-
lion people daily, which is a significant number. In-
ternet addiction among university students can affect
social life (relationships with family members, friends,
coworkers, and neighbors), health (headache, spine
pain, and vision problems), attitude (bad mood, anxi-
ety, and depression), as well as study (classes, exams,
tests, tasks, and grades) [9-11].

The main point is that not everyone who has used the
Internet for a long time is recognized as Internet addict.
Only those who experience excessive anxiety and distur-
bance due to using the Internet, so that it negatively af-
fects their physical, psychological, social, and econom-
ic performance are classified as Internet addicts [12].
Many disciplines have been trying to find the possible
cause(s) of Internet addiction, especially among young
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people. For example, biological theories link the cause
to chemical fluctuations in the brain and neurotransmit-
ters, hereditary and congenital factors. The results of the
research conducted by some researchers in biology have
shown that increased activity in the orbitofrontal cortex
and decreased activity in the anterior belt of people with
Internet addiction can be seen [12]. Cognitive theories
have emphasized false cognitions and false cognitive
processing of these people [13]. Findings obtained from
research on the personality factors affecting Internet
addiction show that people with Internet addiction are
more Introverted and emotional, and the level of Internet
addiction in these people is higher than in extroverted
people. In another research, it was highlighted that ex-
troverted and conscientious people are less likely to be
addicted to the Internet [14].

Epidemiologic studies conducted in the United King-
dom, the United States, Taiwan, Australia, and Central
European countries have reported that the prevalence
of Internet addiction among university students is 5%
to 25% [15]. In our country, several types of research
have been conducted to investigate the same topic. In a
study conducted by Solhi and colleagues in the student
association of Tehran University of Medical Sciences on
students aged 19-25 years, the prevalence of Internet ad-
diction was shown to be 18% [9]. Various studies have
shown that adolescents and young people are the most
vulnerable to Internet addiction [16].

Youth is the largest population block in our country
(Iran), and the age group with the highest levels of in-
ternet penetration is made up of young people. Thus,
it is natural that the risk of Internet addiction in our
country is higher than in other countries. Undoubtedly,
Internet has many advantages, but this novel technol-
ogy can disrupt the daily life of young people and their
performance. Internet addicts may experience a high
level of mental and physical problems. The first step to
reduce such problems, especially among young peo-
ple, is the early diagnosis of this addiction. As far as
the author of the present study knows, few researchers
have investigated Internet addiction among university
students of Gonabad City, Iran. Therefore, this study
aims at determining the prevalence of Internet addic-
tion among students of Payam Noor and Islamic Azad
Universities of Gonabad City in 2015-2016.

2. Methods
This research was a cross-sectional descriptive study.

The statistical population included all students of Payam
Noor and the Islamic Azad University of Gonabad Branch
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studying in the second semester of the academic year 2015-
2016. Simple random sampling was used. The sample size
was determined according to the goals of the research, pre-
vious studies, and Daniels' Running Formula.

The sample size of 1091 people was chosen using Dan-
iel’s formula, and according to the prevalence of 18% ob-
tained in previous studies, with accuracy of 0.03 and 99%
confidence. Finally, 1200 people were included in the
study due to the possibility of not completing the research
tools correctly by the research participants. Five hundred
fifty students from Payam Noor University and 650 stu-
dents from Islamic Azad University randomly partici-
pated in the study. They were between the ages of 18-28
years and were studying for both bachelor’s and master’s
degrees. Informed consent was obtained to conduct the
research, and then the questionnaires containing demo-
graphic information, such as age, sex, section, marital
status, the field of study, place of residence, and univer-
sity, and Internet addiction questionnaire were provided
to assess the possibility of Internet addiction. The goals
of the research were briefly described to the participants,
and they were asked to answer each question honestly.
The inclusion criteria included signing informed consent,
having physical and mental health, having the ability to
write and read, being a student of Payam Noor or the Is-
lamic Azad University of Gonabad, studying in the given
fields, and being a student at the time of the research. The
Young’s Internet Addiction Diagnostic Questionnaire
(IADQ) was used to assess the students’ Internet addic-
tion status. In addition, demographic survey questions
were used to collect demographic information related
to age, gender, educational level, marital status, place of
residence, the field of study, and university.

Internet addiction test (IAT): Young’s IAT measures
self-reported compulsive use of the Internet and assesses
symptoms of Internet addiction under different condi-
tions. It consists of 20 questions. Each response is scored
on a 5-point Likert scale, rarely, rarely, sometimes, fre-
quently, and almost always. The scores range from 20
to 100. Higher scores represent a greater possibility of
Internet addiction. The scores between 20-49 show the
average Internet users who are not addicted to the Inter-
net (ordinary users), scores of 50-79 indicate people who
sometimes have problems due to Internet use (mild ad-
diction), and scores between 80-100 indicate people who
are addicted to Internet [ 1]. It is a standard test, and its re-
liability and validity have been confirmed in many stud-
ies. In Kim’s study, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.90 [17]. In
the current study, the reliability of the test was calculated
using Cronbach’s alpha, and the value of this statistic
was equal to 0.88. Data were analyzed using SPSS soft-
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ware version 16 and the Chi-squared test. Results were
reported by frequency and percentage. The significance
level of 0.05 was considered.

3. Results

Since all questionnaires were not completed correctly,
the sample size of Payam Noor University students was
545 people (46.1%), and the sample size of Islamic Azad
University students was 637 people (53.9%). Table 1
lists the demographic findings of the study.

The MeantSD of the participant’s scores were
52.17422.27. The lowest score was 27, and the highest
score was 99, which showed the severe extent of Inter-
net addiction among them. Given the way of answer-
ing the questions of Young’s IAT, the research samples
were classified into three groups, without Internet ad-
diction, at risk of Internet addiction, and with Internet
addiction. According to the findings, 612 participants
(51.8%) were not addicted to the Internet, 401 (33.9%)
were at risk of Internet addiction, and 169 (14.3%)
were addicted to the Internet. Table 2 presents the fre-
quency of Internet addiction by gender, age, level of
education, marriage, place of residence, field, and uni-
versity in research participants.

In Table 2, the results obtained from the Chi-square
analysis showed that the prevalence of Internet addiction
disorder has no significant relationship with gender, mar-
ital status, and field of study (P>0.05). In contrast, a sig-
nificant relationship was observed between age, level of
education, place of residence, and University (P<0.05).

4. Discussion

The results obtained from this study showed that
14.3% of the participants suffered from Internet addic-
tion. Different estimations exist about the prevalence of
Internet addiction, so in some studies, the percentage of
the prevalence of Internet addiction among university of
students has been estimated at 20% to 30 %. In a study
conducted by Frangos and colleagues, the percentage
of TIA (Internet addiction) among university students
was 11.6% [18]. This percentage was 12.26% and 6%
for university students in Taiwan and Turkey, respec-
tively [19, 20]. The prevalence of Internet addiction in
some studies shows higher numbers compared to ours.
Such differences in the percentages may be due to the
effects of the measurement tool, different demographic
contexts, the age range of the sample, study time, and
internet access.

Safarzade & Dehghani. Prevalence of Internet Addiction. JRH. 2022; 12(6):389-396
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Table 1. Demographic information of research participants
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Demographic Variables

No. (%)/MeantSD

Girl
Gender
Boy
Married
Marital status
Single
Age (y)
BSc”
Degree
MSc™

Department of Humanities

Field of study

Department of mathematical and technical

sciences
Dormitory
Address
Non-dormitory (home)
Payam Noor
University

Islamic Azad University

Department of experimental sciences

62.7(53)
555(47)
372(31.5)
810(68.5)
23.2243.04
797(67.4)
385(32.6)
511(43.2)
391(33.1)
280(23.7)
542(45.9)
640(54.1)

545(46.1)

637(53.9)

"BSc is bachelor of science. **MSc is master of science.

The results of the study showed that 33.9% of univer-
sity students were at risk of Internet addiction. In another
research, it has been reported that 3.2% of university
students were at risk of Internet addiction, which shows
a lower percentage than the present study [21]. No sig-
nificant relationship was observed between gender and
the prevalence of Internet addiction, which is consistent
with the results of the study conducted by Oktug [22]. Of
course, gender differences in the incidence of this addic-
tion have been confirmed in many studies. For example,
Alavi and colleagues showed that male students are more
at risk of Internet addiction (1.8%) than female students
[23], which is inconsistent with the findings of our study
and the findings obtained from studies conducted by Da-
vis [13] and Canan [24]. In the present study, no signifi-
cant relationship is observed between the field of study
and Internet addiction, which is inconsistent with the
results of the studies conducted by Hosseini [25]. The
other finding of the present study was that the prevalence
of Internet addiction has no significant relationship with
marital status and level of education, which is consistent
with the results of Kiany’s study [26]. In other studies, it
has been identified that single students are 3.5 times more
at risk of Internet addiction than married students, which
is inconsistent with the results of the present study [20].

LAl

Regarding the difference in the prevalence of Internet
addiction in different societies among different samples
and the consistency and inconsistency of the findings of
other studies with the present study, it can be said that
such differences can be due to the differences in sample
size and its specific characteristics, skills and expertise
of researchers in conducting the research process, Inter-
net addiction diagnostic tools and cultural and social dif-
ferences among societies.

In our study, age has a significant relationship with the
prevalence of Internet addiction disorder. The lowest
and the highest prevalence of Internet addiction disor-
der were observed among people aged 28 years and 22
years, respectively, which is consistent with the results
obtained by Tsai and Lin [27]. It has been shown in nu-
merous studies that age is a strong predictor of Internet
addiction, and the prevalence of Internet addiction is
higher among young people and university students. It
can be described that the unique and special features of
the Internet, such as simplicity, attractiveness, low cost,
anonymity and so on, have attracted young people all
over the world. Many young people overuse the Inter-
net to acquire social support, friendship, fun, and en-
tertainment. Today, young people, especially university
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Table 2. Frequency of internet addiction by gender, age, level of education, marriage, place of residence, field and university
in research participants

No. (%)

T .
Demographic Variable est S(:(a:;:lstlcs P
Internet Addiction No Internet Addiction
Girl 91(14.5) 536(85.5)
Gender 0.02 0.88
Boy 78(14.1) 477(85.9)
18 16(15.5) 87(84.5)
19 11(18.6) 48(81.4)
20 17(17.5) 80(82.5)
21 31(20.3) 122(79.7)
22 15(20.8) 57(79.2)
Age (y) 23 14(14.4) 83(85.6) 19.33 0.03*
24 20(16.7) 100(83.3)
25 18(9.9) 169(90.1)
26 10(10.2) 88(89.8)
27 9(9.5) 86(90.5)
28 8(7.5) 98(92.5)
BSc™ 141(17.7) 656(82.3)
Degree 22.15 0.0001*
MSc™* 28(7.3) 357(92.7)
Married 44(11.8) 328(88.2)
Marital status 241 10.12
Single 125(15.4) 685(84.6)
Dormitory 97(17.9) 445(82.1)
Address 10.04 0.002*
Non-dormitory (home) 72(11.2) 568(88.8)
Department of humanities 79(14.9) 435(85.1)
. Department of experimen-
Field of study | s 52(13.3) 339(86.7) 0.483 0.78
Department of mathematl- 41(14.6) 239(85.4)
cal and technical sciences
Payam Noor 35(6.4) 510(93.6)
University 50.01 0.0001*
Islamic Azad University 134(21) 503(79)
X% Chi square tests; *P<0.05. **B.Sc is bachelor of science; ***Msc is master of science. !,'l'&!ﬂ

students, mainly communicate and obtain information they can experience new, exciting things. The Internet
via the Internet. University students can use this novel environment paves the way for these aims by providing
technology to communicate with their professors and a space with an unknown and changing identity so that
other experts in the field of their study inside and outside young people become strongly dependent on it.

the country. They even perform many academic activi-

ties with it. Not only can young people use the Internet

to perform academic and scientific activities but also
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The results of our study showed that the rate of Internet
addiction in students who live in the dormitory is higher
than in students who do not live in the dormitory. It can
be described that the former group (students in dormi-
tories) are far from home, so they tend to spend their
time on the Internet. This finding is inconsistent with
Beheshtian’s result, which shows that the prevalence
of Internet addiction among students who live in the
dormitory was lower than among students who do not
live in the dormitory [25]. Nevertheless, few types of re-
search have been conducted on the relationship between
these two variables. In the present study, a significant
difference is observed between both groups of universi-
ties in terms of the prevalence of Internet addiction. The
prevalence in students of the Islamic Azad University
of Gonabad was higher than students of Payam Noor
University. This finding is consistent with the results ob-
tained by Sepehrian and colleagues [28]. This difference
may be due to Islamic Azad University students having
more access to the Internet and attending classes more
than Payam Noor students.

Given the findings of our study and that a large number
of our young people tend to overuse the Internet due to
the lack of enough entertainment and recreation, we sug-
gest that the executive officials consider appropriate and
desirable entertainment programs for them to solve this
problem to increase their quality of life and their edu-
cational, professional and social performances. Cogni-
tive-behavioral therapy (CBT) is the best intervention to
reduce Internet addiction among young people. In this
method, the therapist tries to increase the people’s sense
of control of themselves and their conditions to take over
the situation. In this way, first, they reduce the hours be-
ing on the Internet and then their mental dependence on
it. As can be seen from the results of the present study
since the prevalence of Internet addiction is high among
university students, it is expected that more attention will
be paid to students with an Internet addiction disorder,
and this intervention will be used to treat them.

Pre-treatment prevention is vital in any disorder. We
hope that the results of the present study can inform
people, especially the youth in our country, that despite
being attractive, enjoyable, and useful, the Internet can
have many adverse effects on their physical and mental
health if used excessively.

5. Conclusion

The overall prevalence of Internet addiction in the pres-
ent study was 14.3%, which is relatively high. Despite
the lack of consensus on the definition of an Internet
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addiction disorder and its prevalence, most scientists in
the field of social sciences, psychology, and psychiatry
believe that Internet addiction disorder is a widespread
problem among young people [29]. It is essential to
pay enough attention to people with Internet addiction.
Sometimes this addiction is caused by depressive dis-
order, social anxiety disorder, or obsessive-compulsive
disorder, and a person may tend to use the Internet ex-
cessively to reduce the annoying symptoms of these dis-
orders. This study aimed to determine the frequency of
Internet addiction disorder. Undoubtedly, accurate Statis-
tics on the prevalence of Internet addiction disorder can
help design and develop effective treatment programs
for this group in a much better way.

Limitation

The present study had some limitations. The studied
sample was only students studying at Islamic Azad and
Payam Noor Universities in some special fields. This re-
search was conducted only in Gonabad City, and it is
prudent to generalize its results to adolescents in other
cities and provinces. Mental, physical, family and social
conditions have a key role in the occurrence of Internet
addiction, but their predictive role was not considered in
this study. The present study was a cross-sectional de-
scriptive study. In this method, research data is collected
in a limited time, and therefore, the results obtained from
it should be generalized with caution.
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