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Editorial: Internet addictions

Daniel King

School of Psychology, The University of Adelaide, Australia

Dear researchers, colleagues, and readers interested in research on the internet and technology,

it is a pleasure to introduce this special issue on “Internet addictions” for Cyberpsychology: Journal of Psychosocial
Research on Cyberspace. In this issue, we feature several new articles on a diverse range of topics which we trust
will be of interest to readers. As many working in this field can attest, there is often much debate on several
conceptual issues around the topic of problems and disorders related to online platforms and activities. Is
Internet addiction a valid disorder? Does the term offer clarity and practical utility, or does it confuse problems
that can occur both online and offline? Does it misdirect attention from more clinically relevant explanations for
excessive technology use? Does it open the door to a new wave of disorders - Facebook addiction, Twitter
addiction, Snapchat addiction, Pokemon Go addiction, Virtual Reality addiction - of dubious validity and clinical
utility?

We present this issue with full acknowledgement of these conceptual dilemmas. The term ‘Internet’ appears
often to be employed not only to refer to a range of activities that occur online, but also to the medium in which
activities can take place. This distinction is important but often overlooked. Having a label like Internet addiction
with some perceived face validity for the scientific community to rally around and collect our empirical
observations and generate critical discussion can nevertheless have practical utility. This is particularly evident in
East Asian regions where there have been significant efforts and advances in policy, prevention, and treatment
to address Internet overuse, largely as a result of public pressure and academic studies united by the umbrella
term of Internet addiction. Many laudable international efforts, however, do not entirely assuage the confusion
and ambiguity in terms of diagnostic considerations. A person with gambling disorder who gambles online is not
really an Internet addict, but rather a type of problem gambler. A person who spends a lot of time online and
avoids real life social situations may be socially anxious, not an Internet addict. A person may use the Internet
intensely for a couple of months, resulting in some sleepless nights and a few arguments with a partner, and
then spontaneously stop and reduce use to healthy levels. Again, this is not an Internet addict. This is new
territory in which clinicians and other stakeholders should tread cautiously, and make responsible decisions
based on the best available evidence.

The DSM-5 recognises Internet gaming disorder (including gaming that occurs offline) in Section Il as a condition
warranting further study, but it does not recognise ‘Internet addiction’ per se. Although there are some
advantages to having a ‘label’, there are also potential pitfalls to accepting an Internet-related disorder in
diagnostic systems. First, this might lead to an excited flurry among researchers to propose many other online-
related activities in clinical nomenclature as disorders, without a credible reason for doing so. The early
definitional criteria of problematic gaming were largely informed by researchers in the problem gambling and
substance addictions fields. The terms ‘gambling’ or ‘alcohol’ were simply removed and substituted with ‘gaming’
in screening survey and case report studies. Having an ‘Internet gaming disorder’ classification might encourage
some opportunistic researchers to simply substitute the names of other online activities, in a bid to deliver the
coveted ‘first scale’ (followed by the short, shortened and shortest versions). | believe that we are already seeing
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this troubling phenomenon with the frequent creation of new screening tools and measures, each one designed
for a new activity or a new population irrespective of their similarity to existing scales. As one case in point, we
now have a problematic Tinder use scale - so why not add a scale for problematic use of OKCupid, LoveFlutter,
or Bumble (and for the record, | have never heard of any of them). Going back to 2012, | counted 18 measures
for problematic gaming and that number has only increased dramatically with the DSM-5. It is a major problem
for the field, as it works to establish its credibility, to have newcomers and experienced clinicians sift through its
bank of inconsistent approaches to screening. The way forward is not in creating more new scales in rebadged,
translated, expanded, or streamlined formats, but for more rigorous testing of the existing approaches as well
as clinical studies that examine in qualitative depth the nature of the problem.

A final point | would like to make is a call for researchers and others with an interest in Internet addiction to
think more broadly, beyond the scope of addiction theory, about the psychological function of the activities that
would be labelled harmful. We should always remember that the Internet or a video game is not the same as
packet of cigarettes. Research does not suggest that each and every hour or dose of game play has a
measurable negative physical and/or psychological impact to the player. What attracts so many millions of
people to online games and other activities, and how can we leverage this information for useful purposes? Can
it help us to understand the differences between normal and pathological use? To inform therapy goals? It is
important that we do not lose sight of the potential benefits that many new technologies grant to users, and
consider this knowledge to inform useful definitions and guidelines of healthy use. The above mentioned issues
and others prompted spirited debate among the editorial team in considering submissions for this special issue.
We hope that readers of this issue are similarly stimulated by the four presented papers.

The first paper by Michelle Drouin and Daniel Miller examines the links between Internet addiction and
engagement in online erotica among a large group of men in the United States. The study examines the extent
to which use of pornography and sex websites may mediate the relationship between Internet addiction and
risky sexual online behaviour. Their findings have several interesting treatment implications related to
therapeutic targets for change among this group of Internet addicts.

The second paper by Van Zalk examines social anxiety as a moderator of excessive online chatting and
compulsive Internet use among adolescents. The presented findings are provocative in suggesting that, although
anxiety is a prevalent and serious psychological disorder, social anxiety may have some secondary effects such
as limiting time spent online for some young people and thereby reduce their risk of developing compulsive
online behaviours.

The third paper by Tracii Ryan and colleagues examines different types of problematic Facebook users. Using a
cluster analysis, this study and its findings reflect on the extent to which different people may develop problems
with Facebook use according to levels of socialising, gaming, and usage. Research of this nature is helpful
because it can inform different perspectives on individuals and their psychological needs based on their usage
and motivational profile.

The final paper by Lukas Blinka investigates dysfunctional impulsivity in relation to online gaming behaviours in
a large Czech sample. This work offers new insights and reflection on the significance of impulsivity as a
predictor of engaging in gaming at risky levels, which is of relevance to our understanding of the psychological
profiles of problematic gamers as compared to gaming enthusiasts.

In preparation of this issue, | want to express my thanks to the Editor Prof. David Smahel for ongoing advice,
collegial discussion, and support in reviewing papers. | am also grateful for the support of Lenka Dedkova for
careful editing and management of the papers for this issue.

Dr Daniel King
School of Psychology
The University of Adelaide
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