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Abstract:

Different scientific research studies confirm that increasing level of depression is strongly
associated with Internet addiction. The aim of the study was to evaluate the relationship between
depression and Internet addiction among adolescents. Method: A total of 243 Romanian adolescents
were studied. All of the students came from 5 high schools of lasi. First, they were evaluated for their
severity of Internet addiction with consideration of their behavioural characteristics and their primary
purpose for computer use. Second, we investigated correlations between Internet addiction and
depression symptoms. Results: Internet addiction was significantly associated with depressive symp-
toms. Results show that the school students prefer to spend a considerable amount of time with their
computers, over 5 hours/day. This study tried to identify aspects of computer addiction in gymnasium
and high school students, as well. Conclusions: This study reveals a significant association between
Internet addiction and depressive symptoms in adolescents. The data suggest the necessity of the
evaluation of the potential underlying depression in the treatment of Internet-addicted adolescents.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Prior research has utilized scales for depression and found that moderate to severe rates of
depression coexist with Internet addiction [1]. Therefore, this study utilized HAMD (17 items)
which has more accurate norms and frequent usage among dual diagnostic patient populations. This
article discusses relationship between depression and internet addiction in adolescents. Effective
management of depression symptoms may indirectly correct pathological Internet use. Prior re-
search has identified the existence of addictive Internet use, which has been associated with signi-
ficant social, psychological, and occupational impairment [2].

Addicts 1n this study used the Internet an average of 5 hr per day for nonacademic purposes,
which caused detrimental effects such as poor grade performance among students and reduced work
performance among teenagers. This is compared to non-addicts who used the Internet an average of
<5 hr per day with no significant consequences reported. Predominantly, the interactive capabilities
of the Internet such as chat rooms or on-line games were seen to be the most addictive.

Research in the addictions field has shown that psychiatric illnesses such as depression are
often associated with alcoholism and drug addiction. Further, research has shown that other addic-
tive behaviours overlap with depression-for example, eating disorders and pathological gambling.
Although the concept of Internet addiction has gained credibility among mental health professionals
both in academic and clinical realms, little research has been conducted to examine if similar
underlying psychiatric illnesses may contribute to such Internet abuse [1], [2].
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2. METHODS

2.1. Design

For collecting the data concerning this issue we used one questionnaire for the students. These
were aimed at highlighting: 1. Frequency of computer use by the students; 2. Interference of exce-
ssive use with school performance and social life; 3. Identification of a possible computer addiction.
4. Identification the correlations between Internet addiction and depression symptoms. The data
were processed using the SPSS statistics software, 13.0 version.

2.2. Participants
The survey included a representative sample of 243 school students. All the students come
from the schools in Iasi, Romania. Among the 15 to 18 years old students, 52.4% were boys.

2.3. Materials and procedure

All 243 school students were asked to answer a questionnaire. The students answered to a
questionnaire comprising 34 questions about computer related activities. Most questions supposed
to rate on a scale the frequency of occurrence of a certain event or issue; some questions solicited an
open-answer or to choose an answer from a list. The questioner survey administered a structured
diagnostic questionnaire that modified the DSM-IV criteria for pathological gambling to classify
subjects as addicted or non-addicted, followed by administration of the HAMD (17 items). Finally,
demographic information was also gathered. The questions addressed self appreciation behaviour,
cognition, opinions, and the attitude toward social life of the respondents.

3. Results

Both the boys and the girls think that the computers are absolutely essential in today’s society
(90%). More than 89% of the students have a computer at home, and, of those, over 75% are
connected to the Internet (see Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1: Students having a computer and being connected to the Internet

Concerning the time spent in using the computer, the overall results show that children spend a
considerable amount of time with the computer, on average more than three hours per day (Fig. 2).
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Fig. 2: Time spent on computer per day

Regarding the location where the students access the Internet, results show that over 75% of
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the prestigious high school students have home computers, while others go to Internet Cafés. Only
few of them, less than 10%, report they use computers at school. Regarding favourite spare time
activities, computer use ranks at the top, while sport activities, are favoured to a smaller extent.

Table 1: Preferred free-time activities (ranks)

15 to 18 years old
Boys | Girls
Meeting A% I
friends
Computer |I II
use
Sports II v
Films I I
Other v A%
activities

More than 70% of the students admit they do nof or only occasionally discuss computer use
with their parent. This indicates the fact that, although the parents bought a computer for their
children, they do not supervise the way it is used. There are significant correlations between
answers for equivalent items regarding parents-children communication and the frequency of their
talks (p<<0.05). In addition, they admit that their parents do not even try to reduce the time they
spend in front of the computer, although the results (see table 2) indicate a considerable percentage
of students use their computer for more than three hours every day.

We could not say that the family is not present when students 15 to 18 year-olds use their
computers, but this is rather a passive presence, vaguely responsible and lacking involvement.
Students aged between 15 and 18, prefer to use the computer very late, after 11 pm. The interna-
tional literature provides similar results.

This survey tried also to identify aspects of computer addiction in high school students.

Results show a slight tendency of students to spend more time alone with their computer,
giving up their social or family duties; the survey also identified some situations close to school
abandonment by students. Overall, 58,50% of subjects report that often and very often it happens to
stay longer in front of the computer than initially expected, while 19,5% state this occurs
occasionally; 22% consider that they rarely lose control of the time spent on computer. The results
within the groups show a tendency of the 15 — 18 years old students to lose control more often of
the time spent on the computer (see Fig. 3).
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Fig. 3. Percentage of students by 15 — 18 years old reporting
that they stay longer than expected in front of their computer
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Fig.4. Preoccupation for computer when they are not using the computer

The feeling of being often and very often preoccupied by computer related tasks when not
using it 1s reported by 20.3% from subjects.

A total of 24.9% of students state that they are often and very often using the computer in
order to avoid unpleasant moods or feeling (Fig. 5).
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Fig. 5. Computer use reported as avoiding unpleasant moods

In order to use the computer, they easily cancel a meeting with friends or other activities
including time spent with family, time for learning and for fun; still, 57.7% consider that this did
not affect personal relationships and only 3% consider they refused important opportunities for
staying longer on computer. However, most of the pupils from survey consider that the academic
performance is not affected when they are staying longer on computer. This result is consistent with
parents’ opinion.

Considering the criteria’s established by K. Young (1996), we find that only 5.2% from the
pupils are fulfilling at least 6 from 8 issues indicating computer addiction [3].

Results from the HAMD (17 items) were a mean of 15.2 (SD = 16.42), indicating mild to
moderate levels of depression compared to normative data. Therefore, the HAMD (17 items)
suggesting that depression is a significant factor in the development of PIU. Depression leads the
adolescents to become more preoccupied with Internet than adolescents without depression. It 1s
mainly because they find their fulfilments from Internet. But the time they spend over Internet make
them 1solated from others while increasing their level of anxiety and depression itself, eventually
leads the adolescent experience a never-ending cycle of depression and anxiety [1].

4. Discussion

So what is healthy and what is unhealthy Internet use? There’s no easy answer because each
person’s Internet use is so different. Using time-diary data, social researchers explored the impact of
home computer use on school-age children. Students with home computers spent about three hours
each week playing computer games and merely thirty minutes a week on instructional computer
activities [2]. We find that more than 25% of high school students spent over 5 hours per day.

In another study — a three-year project known as HomeNetToo — University of Michigan
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researchers investigated the impact of providing home computer access to low-income families. As
in the study described above, computer-using youth did not suffer any of the feared social effects,
such as diminished family communication or lack of participation in social groups [4]. In children’s
interactions with parents and other adult authority figures, one obvious effect has been the frequent
reversal of the traditional parent-child relationship with the computer-savvy child taking on the role
of teacher to the parent. With respect to interactions with peers, the effects of computer use again
appears to depend as much on the type of activity engaged in while on the computer as on the
amount of time spent in front of the screen. Because of the importance of interacting with others to
gain social competence, concerns have been raised that children who form “electronic friendships”
with others through computers, instead of direct friendships with their peers, might be hindered in
the development of their interpersonal skills [5].

In our study we found that, among high school students, more than 60% of all their computer
time 1s spent alone. However, much of children’s “alone time” on the computer appears actually to
be spent extending social relationships by connecting with others through interpersonal commu-
nication applications via the Internet. There is ample research examining the social effects of
children’s use of computers — from the impact of game playing on friendships and aggressive
behaviour to the impact of the computer on relationships and psychological well-being [6]. Most of
the pupils surveyed consider that the school performance is not affected when they are staying
longer on computer. However, reviews of this literature indicate that the results are inconclusive
[7]. Although benefits of computer use have been observed, they typically depend on a variety of
factors (e.g., subject matter) [7], [8].

As vyet, there 1s no official psychological or psychiatric diagnosis of an | Internet” or
,,Computer addiction. The most recent (4th) edition of Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (DSM-IV) — which sets the standards for classifying types of mental illness — does not
include any such category. In general, non-chemical disorders are not considered addictions [8].
But, Internet Addiction or Computer Addiction is a growing concern in the Information Age. The
symptoms heavy computer users, of increasing tolerance, withdrawal, mood changes, and
interruption of social relationships, are similar to the symptoms of addiction to drugs, alcohol,
cigarettes, or caffeine. This is why “internet or computer addiction” is more often used in the recent
past to describe such conditions. There are authors who indicate that children and adolescents who
became “addicted” to the Internet or computers will require increasing amounts of time online in
order to feel satisfied. When they do not have access to the Internet, they may have symptoms of
withdrawal, which include anxiety, depression, irritability, trembling hands, restlessness and ob-
sessive thinking or fantasizing [9]. There 1s, in many cases, a need for parents to learn a new range
of skills, to be able to control the environment and use of the computer. If parents understand how
to use the computer and the Internet then they will be better placed to protect the children in their
care from the more unpleasant aspects of the Internet or the computer. As with other aspects of
controlling the development of children, it may be necessary to develop a set of rules regarding the
use of the computer and the access to the internet. For example: the parent may need to set a certain
time, duration, content, sharing, etc. of computer use that the child should ,,sign up to* at the onset.
Depending on the age of the child, it may be necessary for the parent to monitor the child while he
is online [3], [10].

Different scientific research studies confirm that increasing level of depression is strongly
associated with Internet addiction. However, studies suggest that accuracy of the evaluation of
personal Internet usage and clinical symptoms of depression can be improved if detected at the
earlier phases. Several studies have actually affirmed Internet addiction is directly correlated with
intense sense of anxiety and acute depression. Internet dependents show their anxiety by various
modes of operation such as checking emails in mid-night after suddenly waking from sleep or the
first early morning craving is connecting to the Internet. The perceived detachment from reality,
inadequate sleep, and persistent anxiety of not being online for hours, social isolation, and occu-
pational dysfunctional condition all leads the individual to experience a sense of extreme de-
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pression. The irony of this problem is, similar to other sort of depression that the individual will
depend on the Internet itself to get a relief from this stress, anxiety and depression, resulting in more
depression as well, the vicious cycle continues. In recent days, many researchers believe Internet
addiction may act as a mask for teenage depression. These results, however, do not clearly indicate
whether depression preceded the development of such Internet abuse or if it was a consequence. It
is likely that low self-esteem, poor motivation, fear of rejection, and the need for approval asso-
ciated with depressives contribute to increased Internet use, as prior research indicated that the
interactive capabilities available on the Internet were found to be most addictive [1], [11].
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