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ABSTRACT

Objective: The aim of this review was to summarize the literature and examine risk factors for adolescents
to develop internet addiction or problematic internet use in general. Our intention is to clarify risk
behaviors and the profile of users, in order to understand this modern phenomenon and contribute to
preventive practices. Method: Articles of risk factors for internet Addiction (IA) from the platforms
SciELO and PubMed were collected over the last 10 years. In total, 37 articles were selected for the
review. Discussion: The main risk factors found are depression and/or anxiety, ADHD, male, aged
between 14-18 years, living in an urban area, belonging to the middle class, being sedentary, having an
unbalanced diet, alcohol consumption and/or drugs, using the internet for online games and/or
pornography, the feeling of loneliness, having few friends in real life, high degree of neuroticism, having

family conflicts and low family communication.
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INTRODUCTION

For adolescents, the internet can be a valuable tool for
learning, exploring new ideas, and connecting with
others. It can provide access to educational resources,
online communities, and social support networks.
However, excessive and uncontrolled use of the internet
by adolescents can lead to addiction, which can have
negative consequences on their mental and physical
health, academic performance and social
relationships.™*#%°!

The concept of internet addiction (1A) is still not clear
and established, and terminological discussions and
diagnostic tools are still underway. However, the notion
is that is a type of behavioral addiction that involves
excessive use of the internet to the point that it interferes
with daily life and causes distress or impairment, with
negative consequences for the individual’s life. Common
signs of IA in adolescents include spending excessive
amounts of time online, neglecting responsibilities,

social isolation, mood swings, and withdrawal symptoms
when not using the internet.™**!

It is also true that different types of excessive internet
use may be associated with different risk factors. For
example, research suggests that males may be more
susceptible to developing IA compared with girls. Other
risk factors may include underlying mental health issues,
social isolation, and a lack of other fulfilling activities or
hobbies.[*"!

The aim of this systematic review is to assess the main
risk factors associated with internet addiction. It was not
our purpose to discuss problems related to definitions,
appropriate terms, or diagnostic criteria and tools.

METHOD

Inclusion and exclusion criteria
We first specify the scope and limits of the review using
the PICO strategy. Inclusion criteria were that the
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studies: 1) assessed risk factors for internet addiction; 2)
include at least 10 participants per group to exclude very
small pilot feasibility studies or single-case projects; and
3) we specify the search date for works published within
the last 10 years, including original articles, literature
reviews, and randomized studies.

The final date of the review was set for February 28,
2023, when searches were carried out in the databases.
Studies were excluded if: 1) they focused on the
treatment of gaming or internet addiction and did not
address risk factors. 2) were not available in English,
Portuguese, or Spanish.

Search Strategy

We searched PudMed and ScieELO using the following
combination of MESH search terms: [“Adolescent” OR
“child” OR “young adult” [Mesh]] AND [“Risk factors”
[Mesh]] AND [“Internet addiction disorder” [Mesh] OR
“internet abuse” [TW] OR “problematic internet abuse”
[TWI].

Screening Abstracts

Two different researchers selected and reviewed 58
abstracts from January 2012 to February 2023. The 37
articles selected for this review somehow evaluated risk
factors related to internet addiction. We selected 12
articles from other data sources for the theoretical basis
of the subject.

Records identified through online
databases searches

(n=58)

Records identified through Other

sources

(n=12)

l

l

(n =70)

Abstracts screened at first level by one person

Records excluded for

approaching just gaming
disorder or not approaching

l

v

risk factors for internet

people (n = 44)

Full text articles retrieved and reviewed by two

addiction (n = 26)

Studies excluded (n= 7)

because: studies do not

l

L

address risk factors

Studies included in the review (n = 37)

RESULTS

Of the 37 articles selected for this review, there is a
difference in the risk factors considered or in the
emphasis given to each one of them. For this reason, the
works were subdivided into groups according to the
aspects considered. 12 papers investigated the
association of 1A and 1psychiatric
comorbidities.[2678921.2223.242132) g facysed on the type
of content consumed on the internet,[315:2:232529.3233 15
evaluated lifestyle [1011151920262829] 4
personality aspects.?*32%¢31 and  finally, 8 studies
investigated the family relationship.[>'t1213:17.18.2629
Thus, the same study can assess several different risk
factors and can be mentioned in several subtopics.

analyzed

Psychiatric Comorbidities

Of the 12 studies that evaluated the relationship between
psychiatric comorbidities and 1A, a statistically
significant association was found between IA, anxiety
and depression disorders in 6 studies.[*2%67/821:22.23,2427.32]

Anxiety was evaluated clinically and effectively found as
a risk factor in two studies.”*!

Three studies found attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD) as a risk factor.>>#1 Li, G., who used
a hierarchical linear model to assess depression and
anxiety variables in a group of 1033 Chinese adolescents
between 11 and 19 years old, appreciated that depression
and anxiety are risk factors and highly predictive of
internet addiction. The higher levels of anxiety and
depression, the more severe the IA."® (p < 0,001).

Terroso, L. B., in a multivariate model, analyzing 1485
young people, also found a significant association
between depressive symptoms, impulsivity, and IA. For
each point on the depression scale, the rate of
moderate/severe IA increased by 6%.%

Gender and Age
The vast majority of studies indicate that boys are at
greater risk of IA than girls.["%%22732:35.3]
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In Malaysia, 27,497 people were analyzed and no
significant differences were shown between boys and
girls. However, it may have influenced gender in relation
to the use of the internet. For example, boys are more
likely to games, entertainment and leisure, while girls are
more likely to engage in online shopping, blogging,
Instagramming and Facebooking.[!

In Brazil, the data point in another direction, with a 45%
higher prevalence of IA in boys than in girls.®

With regard to age, the data indicate that from the age of
14 onwards, adolescents become more likely to develop
IA, or to worsen their symptoms. 04

Type of content consumed

In all, eight studies assessed the type of content accessed
in some way. Pornographic content was considered a risk
factor for IA in half of them.[??*3 Four studies pointed
out that using the internet for online games is a
significant risk factor for 1A.[2%23 Finally, four papers
found a statistical relationship between time spent on
social media and 1A,1152523

Individuals whose main use of the internet is for gaming
have a 61% higher prevalence of moderate/severe
internet Addiction when compared to those who use the
internet for other reasons.®

Alexandraki, K. et al has postulated that the onset of
sexual interest in adolescence, the high motivation to
explore, associated with easy access to sexual content
and the anonymity that the internet provides, are strong
ingredients for the development of abusive and
dysfunctional use of the internet. In his work, evaluating
648 Greek youths between 16 and 18 years old, he
concluded that preference for sexual content is a
significant risk factor for IA (b = 10.56, p < 0.001) and
that this association is independent of the time of use and
does not decrease with pass age.[*

Lifestyle

The time of daily use was a variable evaluated in 12
articles. Among these, there was a statistically significant
relationship between time spent and IA in ten
studies.[#101523.26. 28293233341 \\ith > 3h/day being the
average found as a risk factor. In two studies, no
significant relationship was found between IA and time
spent on the internet.???? Young adults who use the
internet for more than 6 hours have a 96% higher
prevalence of moderate/severe IA than those who use it
for less than 4 hours a day.™

Ten works proposed to evaluate lifestyle and
environmental factors as risk factors. The risk factors
found were: loneliness and isolation,™!*2253% gpesity,
and sedentary lifestyle.[%%%! Other behaviors found as a
risk to internet Addiction were alcohol consumption,®%!
unhealthy food.™

Regarding the socioeconomic aspect, there are some
divergences. Cruz, F. for example, found that the higher
the quality of life (physical, social, emotional and
educational aspects), the less chance of developing IA.
Likewise low-income adolescents had higher rates of
addiction (24%) than higher-income adolescents (10%)
in Brazil.™ In other studies, on the contrary, the results
showed middle-class young people as more likely to
develop Al than low-income ones.[***

In Malaysia, a survey was conducted among 27,497
randomly selected secondary school students. Results
revealed that urban adolescents were more likely to
develop IA than rural adolescents (OR = 1.31; 95% ClI:
1.16-1.49). Students from higher grades were twice as
likely to have 1A than those from lower grades.
Underweight adolescents were negatively associated
with IA (OR = 0.83; 95% CI: 0.73-0.95), while
overweight adolescents (OR = 1.03; 95% ClI: 0.92-1, 17)
or obesity (OR = 1.12; 95% CI: 0.99-1.26) were
positively associated with 1A; however, the positive
association was not statistically significant.

Several lifestyle factors, such as inadequate fruit and
vegetable intake (OR = 1.21; 95% CI: 1.10-1.33), soft
drink intake at least once a day (OR = 1.16; 95% CI:
1.07-1.26), fast food intake at least three days a week
(OR = 1.40; 95% CI: 1.26-1.55) and sedentary behavior
(OR = 2. 44; 95% CI: 2.25-2.65) were significantly
associated with Al. Those who used electronic cigarettes
(OR = 1.37; 95% CI: 1.20-1.57) and alcohol drinkers
(OR = 1.20; 95% CI: 1.05-1.37) were also at risk
significantly higher for 1A.©

In Brazil, a population-based cross-sectional study was
carried out with 1,387 adolescents aged 14 to 18 enrolled
in high schools in the city of Rio Branco, Acre.
Adolescents who spent more than two hours on the
computer on weekdays and weekends had |A association
rates of 2.39 (OR 3.79) and 2.08 (OR 2.44) respectively.
Those who did not practice physical activity were 2.27
times more likely to become addicted than those who
practiced at least 300 minutes of physical activity per
week. p > 0.001 for all.

Participants who went out to dance at concerts or
nightclubs at least twice a week were 3.32 times more
likely to have IA than those who never or rarely went to
such places (OR 3.23 and p < 0.001).1!

In a study conducted in China during the COVID-19
pandemic, information was collected from 20,472 people
over 15 years of age. The overall prevalence of 1A was
36.7%, with 33.9% being moderate. Among those
evaluated, almost half of the participants (43.8%)
reported worsening internet addiction during the
pandemic. The factors that contributed to this worsening
were: being a student, having little social support, and
having had traumatic and negative events in life. Those
who use the internet for online gaming, occasional

www.wjahr.com |  Volume 7, Issue 6. 2023 |

ISO 9001:2015 Certified Journal

| 120



Silas et al.

World Journal of Advance Healthcare Research

smokers, alcohol drinkers have also been found to be at
risk for 1A.2%

Personality factors

Of the four studies that proposed to evaluate aspects of
personality or individual characteristics as variables, two
of them found that high neuroticism is a risk factor for
IA.B32%] the other two resulted in low self-esteem.” and
shyness.”]

In the interesting investigation carried out by Monteiro
A. P., 1050 young people were evaluated. The results
showed that those who were more neurotic, more
extroverted, less prudent and, less kind were more likely
to develop IA.

Family relationship

Of the eight studies that evaluated family relationships,
all of them corroborate the hypothesis that family
dysfunction is a risk factor for 1A >:11213.17.18.27.29

Aponte Rueda, D.R., et al, pointed out that the most
significant family variables were low cohesion, low
harmony, low affection and low communication between
members.[*!

Problems in family communication have been pointed
out as a major factor that contributes to family conflicts
and, consequently, to 1A.1*®!

Both children's conflicts with their parents and conflicts
between parents are harmful to family harmony.™™ The
results also show that a good parental relationship is a
protective factor for internet addiction, especially for
those who are at the beginning of the adolescence.’”]

Factors such as: anxious and overprotective parents,
depressed parents and little display of affection are also

significant variables for low family harmony and
|A [1112.13]

DISCUSSION

The present study aimed to clarify the main factors that
lead adolescents to become addicted or have problematic
internet use. In view of the data found, we can, with
ballast in all the literature on the subject, point out the
following aspects:

First, individuals with negative emotions may use the
internet as a compensatory means to escape reality or
alleviate their symptoms. It can be a means to suppress
difficulties encountered in real-life activities.[**®!

A second point is the problematic use of the internet by
adolescents with greater impulsiveness, in search of
novelties and quick rewards, among which stand out
those who suffer from ADHD.®827]

The literature highlights links between adolescents who

use of the internet as a coping strategy.l*®1%%#

Adolescents who suffer from relational difficulties make
use of the internet to compensate for their deficits in
social capital, to fill in the lack of social support and are
more likely to develop addiction.”

We can safely say that boys are more likely to develop
IA than girls, at least up to the present moment.t’:?>%"¢]

Regarding the type of content accessed, those who
engage in online activities, especially games and social
networks, as well as those who access sexual content, are
more prone to 1A.B2:24253233 Online gaming, much like
pornography, promotes quick rewards, high dopamine
release, and facilitates addiction.®®?"! On the other hand,
in social networks, adolescents find the opportunity to
mitigate their needs for social interaction, bonding and
decrease the feeling of loneliness. The internet offers less
risky possibilities for social interactions than face-to-
face, due in large part to the sense of anonymity it
provides. However, studies indicate that internet
addiction tends to increase isolation and feelings of
loneliness. 92!

Based on the data found, we can conclude that
individuals who use the internet more than 3 hours a day,
are sedentary, without rules of use or time limit, have an
unbalanced diet, middle class, are inhabitants of urban
areas, are socially isolated and without friends, who

consume alcohol or drugs, are more prone to
1A [9,10,15,23,26,28,29,32,33,34]

Individuals with a higher degree of neuroticism and low
self-esteem are also at risk. 2536271

Family conflicts and poor parental relationship, with low
demonstration of affection, low cohesion and low
communication between family members, are also
variables found as risk factors for A [311:1213.17.1827.28]
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