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Abstract

Streszczenie

Background and aims: Internet addiction in adolescents has been a growing problem over the recent years. The aim of the
study was to assess the relationships between Internet addiction, loneliness (social and emotional) and adolescents’ lower
quality of life. Methods: An anonymous survey was conducted in Poland in lower and upper secondary schools on a sample
of 376 students, aged 14-19. The Young’s Diagnostic Questionnaire, the De Jong Gierveld Loneliness Scale
and KIDSCREEN-10 index were used. The statistical analysis of the data included x? test, partial correlations (SPSS v. 23)
and path analysis (AMOS v. 19). Results: Of the participants, 11.6% were identified as addicted to Internet, and 8.2% - as
being at risk of addiction; 37.8% of the participants were moderately lonely, and 2.5% - severely lonely. Partial correlations
with age and gender as controlled variables revealed relationships between Internet addiction and overall and emotional
loneliness, but not social loneliness nor quality of life. Path analysis confirmed significant associations between Internet
addiction and emotional loneliness, and between emotional loneliness and quality of life. Emotional loneliness was
a statistically significant mediator between Internet addiction and quality of life. Conclusions: Internet addiction is a predictor
of adolescents’ loneliness, and excessive use of the Internet indirectly lowers the quality of life of young people, causing
emotional loneliness. Our study indicates a correlation, not a causal relation. Lonely individuals may use the Internet
compensatively.
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Tlo i cele: Uzaleznienie od internetu w wieku dorastania jest rosngcym problemem ostatnich lat. Celem zaprezentowanej
pracy jest okre$lenie zwigzku pomiedzy uzaleznieniem od internetu, samotnoscia (spoleczng oraz emocjonalna) a niska
jakoscig zycia mlodziezy. Metody: Anonimowa ankieta zostata przeprowadzona w Polsce w szkotach $rednich na prébie
376 uczniow w wieku 14-19 lat. W badaniu zostaly uzyte: The Young’s Diagnostic Questionnaire, the De Jong Gierveld
Loneliness Scale oraz 10-czynnikowy kwestionariusz KIDSCREEN. Analiza statystyczna danych obejmowala test x?,
czg$ciowa korelacje (SPSS v. 23) oraz analize torowa (AMOS v. 19). Wyniki: Spo$réd badanych 11,6% mlodziezy zostato
okre$lonych jako uzaleznieni od internetu, 8,2% - jako na granicy uzaleznienia, 37,8% - jako przecietnie samotni, 2,5% —
bardzo samotni. Okazalo sie, ze czesciowa korelacja pomiedzy wiekiem i plcig, jako jedna ze zmiennych, jest powigzana
z uzaleznieniem od internetu oraz emocjonalng samotnoscia, jednak nie ma zwigzku z obnizeniem jako$ci zycia oraz
spoleczng samotno$cia. Analiza torowa potwierdzila znaczacy zwiazek pomiedzy uzaleznieniem od internetu a samotnoscia
emocjonalng oraz pomiedzy emocjonalng samotnoscia a obnizeniem jakosci zycia. Samotno$¢ emocjonalna byta statystycznie
waznym mediatorem pomie¢dzy uzaleznieniem od internetu a obnizeniem jakosci Zycia. Wnioski: Uzaleznienie od internetu
jest czynnikiem rokujagcym samotnos$¢ dorastajacej mtodziezy, a nadmierne uzywanie internetu posrednio obniza jakosé
zycia mtodych ludzi, powodujac samotnoé¢ emocjonalng. Badanie okresla korelacje, nie zwiagzek przyczynowo-skutkowy.
By¢ moze osoby samotne kompensacyjnie uzywaja internetu.

Stowa kluczowe: samotno$é, uzaleznienie od internetu, mtodziez
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INTRODUCTION

Internet addiction

ing problem over the past several years (Fernandez-

Villa et al., 2015; Jiang and Shi, 2016; Jorgenson et al.,
2016; Wartberg et al., 2016). The issue of Internet addiction
was first defined and described in the 1990s by Kimberly
S. Young (1998). Currently, a growing number of research-
ers are interested in the phenomenon, identifying it as an
addiction to the Internet and to the mobile, digital technol-
ogies that comprise cyberspace (Jenaro et al., 2007). It con-
sists of a gradual reduction of control over one’s behaviour,
abandoning everyday tasks and devoting one’s time to be-
ing active in cyberspace. Addicted individuals are constant-
ly involved in unreal, delusive and deceptive actions, lead-
ing to gradual loss of their ability to make independent life
choices. Over time, this activity destroys their interper-
sonal relations and hampers development and functioning
(Young, 2007).
As far as Internet addiction is concerned, its most destruc-
tive form appears to be playing online games in real time
(Hsu and Lu, 2004). It has its reflection in the Internet gam-
ing disorder (included in DSM-5 classification) proposed
for further analysis (Griffiths et al., 2016; Lemmens ef al.,
2015; Pontes et al., 2014b). There are also other addictions,
such as gambling, pornography, Internet searching, and so-
cial media (Petry and O’Brien, 2013; Pincus et al., 2016).
In the case of the latter, despite overusing Internet some
people still have intensive interpersonal relations in reali-
ty, while others maintain only virtual ones. There is also
a group that watches furtively the social activeness of oth-
er virtual users without initiating any social contact in cy-
berspace themselves.
The characteristic features of Internet addiction include
not only the sheer fact of excessive use of cyberspace, but
also a compulsive need to dissociate or even escape from
reality (Peele, 2000). Many authors have emphasised that
Internet addiction is no different from other addictions
(Kim and Kim, 2002; Young, 1998). Similar to psychoactive
substance addictions, it includes the following character-
istics: (a) “overestimating” the subject of addiction (which
becomes a priority), (b) an increase in the addicted indi-
vidual’s mood swings, (c) increased tolerance for the pre-
ferred kind of activity in the digital world, (d) withdrawal
symptoms comparable to those found in alcohol addiction,
(e) increasingly frequent turning to the pathological form
of activity in order to satisfy one’s needs.
The addiction leads to the loss of one’s ability to detach
from the digital world, and radically increases one’s ten-
dency to abandon everyday tasks, duties, games and con-
tacts in social reality. Not only does this mean a change
in proportions among various forms of activity in real
and virtual worlds, but also a mental transformation of ad-
dicted individuals who gradually lose touch with reality

Internet addiction in adolescents has been a grow-
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and their families, neighbourhoods and schools (Griffiths,
2000). Compulsive Internet use is perceived as a negative
predictor of happiness and self-esteem, and a positive pre-
dictor of depression, stress, and loneliness. Analyses con-
ducted in different countries confirm associations between
Internet addiction and loneliness of adolescents (Ayas
and Horzum, 2013; Pontes et al., 2014a). However, there
is disagreement as to whether Internet addiction is associ-
ated with each type of loneliness. Pontes et al. (2014a) re-
vealed association between social loneliness and Internet
addiction, but Hardie and Tee (2007) found that Internet
addicts appear to be more emotionally lonely yet not so-
cially lonely.

Loneliness

The literature of the subject features descriptions of vari-
ous dimensions of loneliness as an important experience
in terms of development in the process of creating one’s
identity (Rokach, 2004). Usually, however, loneliness is de-
fined as a subjective, disagreeable and unpleasant condi-
tion in which individuals perceive deficits in their social
world (Rotenberg et al., 2004). Loneliness refers to the ex-
perience of isolation and to the feeling of deprivation in re-
lation to others (Larose et al., 2002). This displeasing state
consists of quantitative and qualitative deficits in one’s in-
terpersonal network.

Loneliness is a common phenomenon during adolescence,
and nearly 80% of those under the age of 18 feel lone-
ly at least occasionally (Hawkley and Cacioppo, 2010).
This high rate of loneliness may result from the develop-
mental age and social changes that occur during adoles-
cence (Stickley et al., 2014). An intensive physical, cogni-
tive, or emotional developmental experience, an identity
crisis, or the need for individualisation and autonomy may
all render young people particularly susceptible to loneli-
ness. In addition, there are individual features conducive
to loneliness, including shyness, low self-esteem and poor
social skills, erroneous expectations for social relationships,
and frequent conflicts with parents.

Some studies differentiate between emotional and social
loneliness (Qualter and Munn, 2002). Social loneliness re-
fers to a person’s lack of company and is related to the ab-
sence or a low number of close friends. Emotional loneli-
ness, in turn, indicates the lack of intimacy with close friends
and has nothing to do with the number of friends. Some in-
dividuals may be socially isolated but not feel lonely, while
other people feel lonely without feeling social isolation.

In terms of health effects, loneliness is connected with neg-
ative health self-assessment and poor well-being, somatic
symptoms (such as headaches), mental disorders (such as
anxiety and depression) as well as a greater risk for suicid-
al behaviours (Schinka et al., 2012). Loneliness can cause
problematic Internet use, although this relationship may
occur in both directions — with each side being either the
cause, or the effect (Kim et al., 2009).
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Current study

The aim of the presented study was to assess the relation-
ships between Internet addiction, loneliness and adoles-
cents’ quality of life, and to provide answers to the fol-
lowing questions: (1) What is the prevalence of Internet
addiction and loneliness in Polish adolescents? (2) Is the
association between Internet addiction, adolescents’” lone-
liness and quality of life different for different dimensions
of loneliness (social or emotional)? (3) Is loneliness a medi-
ator of the relationship between Internet addiction and ad-
olescents’ quality of life?

METHODS
Sample and procedure

The paper discusses the results of the analysis of the data
from the study Electronic media vs. family relations and the
quality of life of children and teenagers — OPK 510-20-18.
The study was approved by a Bioethics Committee (Ref. No.
32/2015).

An anonymous survey was conducted in Poland in 10
schools located in cities with various populations, includ-
ing five schools at each stage of secondary education (low-
er secondary school, upper secondary school). The partici-
pants were 376 students, aged 14-19 (M = 16.04; SD = 0.9),
including 65.1% male and 34.9% female. Each filled out
a questionnaire containing key variables regarding lone-
liness and Internet addiction. The survey was approved
by the Bioethics Committee of the Institute of Mother
and Child, and informed consent was provided by the
schools’ directors, the adolescents, and the participants’ par-
ents. Most of the schools taking part in our study are either
technical mixed-gender schools or multi-industry vocation-
al schools. The students’ parents were informed about our
research and asked for permission during parent-teacher
conferences at school. Next, in classrooms, the adolescents
were asked to participate. No refusals among parents or stu-
dents were registered.

Measures

The questionnaire included questions and scales related

to the following:

1. Internet addiction: the Young’s Diagnostic Questionnaire
(YDQ) - 8 items with answer possibilities: “yes”
or “mostly yes” (1 point), “no” or “mostly no” (0 points).
Five or more points indicated Internet addiction (Young,
1998). The particular questions are based on patholog-
ical gambling. In order to indicate the model of using
the Internet by lower secondary school teenagers, par-
ticular questions from the scale were utilized. The rel-
atively most popular test measuring Internet overuse
is Internet Addiction Test (IAT) designed by Kimberly
S. Young. The IAT questionnaire was adapted in Poland
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by Pawel Majchrzak and Nina Oginska-Bulik (2010).
So far, Polish studies of this problem, based on groups
of under-age population, have been also conducted by
Potembska (2011), Pawlowska and Potembska (2011),
Zboralski et al. (2009) and the Centre for Public Opinion
Research (Centrum Badania Opinii Spotecznej) (2012).
According to the studies mentioned above, approximate-
ly several percent of young people overuse the Internet.
The YDQ scale is widely used in Poland as a screening
tests. It was also used in the so-called Mokotéw studies
by Ostaszewski et al. (2013).

2. Loneliness: the De Jong Gierveld Loneliness Scale
(11 items: 6 for emotional and 5 for social loneliness
with 5 answer possibilities ranging from “strongly agree”
to “strongly disagree” Three or more positive answers
indicated loneliness (de Jong-Gierveld and Kamphuls,
1985). The scale by De Jong Gierveld is used to mea-
sure loneliness. It consists of 11 statements, and is par-
tially balanced, with 6 items containing negative state-
ments describing lack of fulfilment from social contacts,
and the other 5 in the form of positive statements mea-
suring satisfaction with interpersonal relations. The re-
spondent is asked to indicate the level that best (11 state-
ments) expresses his/her current situation and feelings.
The scale is 1-5: starting from “definitely yes” to “defi-
nitely not” The index of feeling lonely is counted by re-
coding 6 “negative” items (i.e. statements no. 2, 3, 5, 6,
9 and 10) and summing up all the text positions. Polish
validation of the scale of loneliness was published by
Grygiel et al. in 2013 (Grygiel et al., 2013).

3. Quality of life: KIDSCREEN-10 index (10 items with
5 answer possibilities from “never” to “always”) (Ravens-
Sieberer et al. and the KIDSCREEN Group Europe,
2006). KIDSCREEN-10 is a typical one-dimensional in-
dex sometimes defined as a mental health index or gen-
eral index of HRQoL (Health-Related Quality of Life).
The answers to KIDSCREEN questions are given ac-
cording to standardised 5-level categories connected
with frequency (never, rarely, pretty often, often, al-
ways). Psychometric analysis of the Polish version of the
research questionnaires about the quality of children
and teenagers’ life was carried out by the research team
of the Institute of Mother and Child (Mazur et al., 2008).

Statistical analysis

The statistical analysis of the data included ¥* test for
the evaluation of the differences connected with gender
and age (analyses for total sample on weighted data) as well
as partial correlations for the evaluation of the relation-
ships between analysed variables (SPSS v. 23). Path mod-
els were also established with the use of AMOS 19.0 soft-
ware. The statistical significance of mediation was evaluated
with Sobel’s test (Hayes, 2009), path analysis was conducted
with the maximum likelihood method. The following like-
lihood indicators were chosen: Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI),
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Fig. 1. Percentages of adolescents identified as Internet-addic-
ted by gender

Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Root Mean Square Error
of Approximation (RMSEA) and x> Good likelihood be-
tween the theoretical model and the collected data is dem-
onstrated by their values: TLI, CFI between 0.95 and 1,
RMSEA below 0.07, and x? non-significant (Hooper et al.,
2008). To handle missing data, full-information maximum
likelihood (FIML) imputation method was used.

RESULTS

Of the participants, 11.6% were identified as Internet-
addicted, and 8.2% were identified as being at risk of ad-
diction (Fig. 1). Additionally, 37.8% of the participants
were moderately lonely, and 2.5% were severely lonely
(Fig. 2). Gender and age differences were statistically non-
significant.

Partial correlations with age and gender as controlled vari-
ables revealed relationships between Internet addiction
and overall loneliness and emotional loneliness, but not so-
cial loneliness nor quality of life (Tab. 1). The level of lone-
liness (overall, emotional and social) was negatively corre-
lated with the quality of life.
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Fig. 2. Percentages of adolescents identified as lonely by gender

A path model of the relationships between the analysed
variables was tested, and achieved good fit parameters:
%* = 8.415, p = 0.394, TLI = 0.988, CFI = 0.995, RMSEA =
0.012 (Fig. 3). Emotional loneliness was a statistically sig-
nificant mediator between Internet addiction and quality
of life (Sobel test for this mediation: Z = 4.055, p < 0.001).

DISCUSSION

The conducted study included adolescents aged 14-19,
and aimed to discover the relationships between Internet
addiction, loneliness and adolescents’ quality of life. The re-
sults revealed that 8.2% of adolescents were potentially ad-
dicted, while 11.6% were at risk of Internet addiction. These
percentages seem very large. The findings of the European
Union-funded research project “Research on Internet
Addictive Behaviours among European Adolescents”
(Tsitsika et al., 2012) showed that 1.2% of European adoles-
cents were addicted, while 12.7% were at risk of develop-
ing Internet addictive behaviour. However, Poland showed
a higher prevalence of Internet addiction than a broad
range of European adolescents. Analyses conducted on

Total loneliness Emotional loneliness Social loneliness Quality of life Parental support
Internet addiction 0.260%** 0.280%** 0.072 —0.096 —0.001
Total loneliness 0.928*** 0.595%** —0.410%** 0.012
Emotional loneliness 0.255%** —0.426*** 0.008
Social loneliness —0.146* 0.014
Quality of life 0.046

Bold indicates significant differences; * p < 0.05; *** p < 0.001.

Tab. 1. Partial correlations (adjusted for gender and age) between Internet addiction, adolescents’ loneliness, quality of life, and parental support
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Fig. 3. A path analysis model of the relationships between Internet addiction, loneliness and quality of life

Polish university students revealed that 10% of students
showed Internet addiction, abstinence and “online” syn-
drome (Li¢winko et al., 2011). Given all these statistics,
the percentage of young people at risk of Internet addic-
tion is alarming. The measure used in the case of EU Kids
Online test, conducted in 25 European countries among
children and teenagers, was a set of questions about Internet
overuse symptoms outlined by Mark Griffiths. Symptoms
posing a threat for physical health (sleeping and eating dis-
orders), study, hobbies, potential family conflicts and social
functioning as well as difficulties in limitation or expropri-
ation of addictive activeness were chosen (Kirwil, 2011).
In Poland, 23% of the interviewed teenagers (between the
age of 11 and 16) observed at least one of such symptoms.
The most frequent symptom is Internet surfing even when
it is “not interesting at all” (38%) as well as neglecting fam-
ily, friends and study (35%) (Kirwil, 2011).

The prevalence of loneliness was also very high. Almost 40%
of the young people covered by the study felt lonely, whilst
severe loneliness was found in 2.5% of the adolescents.
Analyses conducted in Portugal revealed up to 8.4% of se-
verely lonely adolescents (Pontes et al., 2014a). Loneliness
can be a developmental need (parallel to the need for at-
tachment), and can promote psychological well-being when
adolescents choose to be alone, but usually it is a risk factor
for the adolescent’s compromised well-being, caused by so-
cial refusal (Maryl and Korolczuk, 2008).

The results of correlation analysis showed that Internet ad-
diction is correlated with overall loneliness and emotional
loneliness (not social), and the level of loneliness (overall,
emotional and social) is negatively correlated with quali-
ty of life. The results are consistent with previous studies
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showing associations between Internet overuse and loneli-
ness (Amichai-Hamburger and Ben-Artzi, 2003; Kim et al.,
2009; Kraut et al., 1998). Path analysis confirmed signifi-
cant associations between Internet addiction and emotion-
al loneliness, and between emotional loneliness and quality
of life. The analysis confirmed that Internet addiction pre-
dicts adolescents’ quality of life indirectly, and emotional
loneliness is a mediator of this relationship.

The debate whether it is Internet addiction that causes
loneliness or loneliness that causes Internet addiction is re-
flected in the literature of the subject. Kraut et al. (1998)
conducted a longitudinal study which concluded that
Internet use leads to users’ loneliness. Amichai-Hamburger
and Ben-Artzi (2003) found that people who already feel
lonely spend too much time online. In a study conducted
by Chou and Hsiao (2000) it was found that an increase
in Internet use reduced the time allocated for real-life social
relations, and caused social isolation, resulting with an in-
creased sense of loneliness. Our study has confirmed that
Internet addiction can be a predictor of loneliness.

Ayas and Horzum (2013) tried to explain the bidirection-
al relationship between Internet addiction and loneliness,
referring to the role of social support. Social support has
a positive impact on individuals, protecting against depres-
sion and feeling lonely. Since Internet addicts usually ab-
stract themselves from the social environment, they cannot
benefit from social support. They spend more time in the
virtual reality, and expect more, including help, from virtu-
al friends as a consequence. This situation can increase the
individual’s Internet addiction.

The fact that our research was carried out in schools
where boys were a majority can influence the results.

© PSYCHIATR PSYCHOL KLIN 2017, 17 (2), p. 104-110
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Over-representation of boys is undoubtedly the study’s
limitation. Another limitation is the use of the 8-item scale
of Internet addiction by Kimberly S. Young that contained
texts of various length. The most popular scale by this au-
thor consists of 20 items. In this study, the shortened ver-
sion of Young’s scale contained 8 questions (Young, 1998,
1999). Particular questions were formed on the basis
of a questionnaire addressing pathological gambling.

The link between social loneliness and Internet addiction
has not been indicated at all, and correlation between ad-
diction and emotional loneliness has been low, at the level
of 0.28. No similar studies by other authors were found for
comparative purposes.

CONCLUSIONS

The results of the presented study lead to the conclu-
sion that Internet addiction lowers young people’s qual-
ity of life, causing emotional loneliness. Effective inter-
ventions based i.a. on increased social support should
be undertaken to reduce the negative consequenc-
es of Internet addiction and loneliness on adolescents’
quality of life. The study has found a correlation, but has
not determined a causative relationship. People suffer-
ing from loneliness might use the Internet as a form
of compensation.
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Podstawowy Kurs Psychoterapii Pozytywnej w SOPOCIE od 23 czerwca 2017 r.

Organizator:

Pracownia Pomocy Psychologicznej w Sopocie przy wspotpracy z Wroctawskim Centrum Psychoterapii Pozytywnej,
pierwszym w Polsce akredytowanym osrodkiem z ramienia Swiatowego Stowarzyszenia Psychoterapii Pozytywnej (WAPP).
Szkolenie przeznaczone jest dla:

psychologéw, lekarzy, psychoterapeutéw, pedagogdw, rehabilitantéw i innych specjalistoéw z obszaru zdrowia, pomocy psy-
chologicznej, o$wiaty i edukacji oraz studentéw ostatnich lat wymienionych kierunkdow.

Opis:

Psychoterapia pozytywna jest forma terapii krétkoterminowej, zdobywajaca popularno$é w Polsce i na catym $wiecie. Podej-
$cie to integruje rozumienie psychodynamiczne i poznawczo-behawioralne, a jednocze$nie odwoluje sie do modelu zdrowia
Aarona Antonovskyego. Szczegélnie cenne jest to, Ze terapia ta rozwija si¢ i tworzy swoje koncepcje w kontekscie transkultu-
rowym. Tworca i popularyzatorem tej metody byl psychiatra, neurolog i psychoterapeuta Nossrat Peseschkian (1933-2010).
Urodzil si¢ on w Iranie, a od 1954 roku zyt i pracowal w Niemczech. Podejscie to buduje pozytywny wizerunek cztowieka
i podkresla jego potencjalne zdolno$ci do samorozwoju. Jednoczesnie bada zwiazki zachodzace migdzy sposobami radzenia
sobie w zyciu a zdrowiem psychicznym i fizycznym oraz podkresla transkulturowy wymiar w doswiadczeniach czlowieka.
Psychoterapia pozytywna jako szkola terapeutyczna jest akredytowana przez Europejskie Stowarzyszenie Psychotera-
pii, Swiatowa Rade Psychoterapii i Miedzynarodowa Federacje Psychoterapii.

O popularnosci psychoterapii pozytywnej moze $wiadczy¢ fakt, ze na swiecie na kilku kontynentach istnieje juz ponad 30
instytutéw stosujacych i propagujacych to podejscie.

Informacje o PSYCHOTERAPII POZYTYWNE] zamieszczone sg na naszej stronie: http://pracownia-mm.pl/aktualnosci/
aktualnosci-psychoterapia-pozytywna/.

Ukonczenie poziomu podstawowego szkolenia zakonczone jest uzyskaniem miedzynarodowego certyfikatu
i nadaje uprawnienia Konsultanta psychoterapii pozytywnej. Kompetencje konsultanta zamieszczone sa na stronie:
http://pracownia-mm.pl/aktualnosci/aktualnosci-konsultant-kompetencje/. Certyfikat wydawany jest przez Swiatowe
Stowarzyszenie Psychoterapii Pozytywnej.

Ukonczenie poziomu podstawowego i zaawansowanego daje uczestnikom miedzynarodowe uprawnienia do stosowania
tej metody leczenia.

Wiecej informacji o szkoleniu u Organizatora na stronie: http://pracownia-mm.pl/ oraz na Facebooku:

https://www.facebook.com/pracowniapomocypsychologicznej/.
Karta zgtoszeniowa: http://pracownia-mm.pl/oferta/szkolenie-dlugoterminowe-07/.
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