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Abstract
Little research exists on the importance of internet use purpose in explaining the interplay
between internet use frequency, internet addiction, and adolescent well-being. This study
investigates the relationship between internet use frequency, internet addiction, and mental
health, examining how the purpose of internet use moderates these interplays. Drawing on data
from a nationwide survey of 9,200 U.S. high school students, the findings reveal that American
adolescents primarily engage with the internet for educational purposes rather than entertainment
or social communication. Overall, significant positive correlations emerged between the
frequency of internet use, internet addiction, and mental health issues; however, these
associations varied by the purpose of use. Using the internet for educational purposes was
inversely associated with both internet addiction and mental health problems. Differently, while
entertainment and social communication were adversely related to internet addiction, they were
linked to an increase in mental health issues. When dissecting subtypes of internet addiction,
Internet Craving was found to be a more critical determinant of mental health than Internet Loss
of Control. The study also explores the roles of gender and ethnic-cultural background in these
relationships. Overall, the findings underscore the complexity of adolescent internet use and
highlight the need for targeted interventions to foster healthier online habits and promote

adolescent well-being.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Most people are aware that adolescence is a challenging period in the life of each child;
however, very few people know the particulars of what these young people are going through
when it comes to mental health. Historically, adolescence has been a period of fluctuation and
formative experiences in which social and emotional habits are being developed while the body
changes, and youths are being influenced by various outside factors (World Health Organization,
2021). Not only is this a vulnerable period in which adolescents are especially susceptible to
mental health disorders (World Health Organization, 2021), but today’s society, in particular, is
experiencing significantly more mental health distress overall. Belmasrour et al. (2023)
described the last few years as one of marked increases in symptoms of anxiety, depression, and
post-traumatic stress disorder globally. The U.S. Surgeon General regards our current time in
America as a “national youth mental health crisis” (Office of the Assistant Secretary for Health,
2023) and one of the Surgeon General’s foremost concerns for youths was how the digital
landscape was reshaping the way that youths interact with the world.

While mental health is influenced by a variety of factors, including “living conditions,
stigma, discrimination or exclusion, or lack of access to quality support and services" (World
Health Organization, 2021), an unhealthy relationship with the internet is arising as a very
influential factor. Belmasrour et al. (2023) confirmed that internet addiction has significant ties
to psychosocial issues, while there has been an increase in psychosocial problems. The recent
COVID-19 pandemic accelerated this increase, incentivizing more people to become internet
users when their movement was restricted, which skyrocketed the global number of users to 4.9

billion in 2021 compared to only 738 million in 2000 (Belmasrour et al., 2023). Concurrently,



internet addiction increased from 15% before the COVID-19 outbreak to 42% during the
pandemic (Belmasrour et al., 2023). Fittingly, the U.S. Surgeon General voiced his concern that
“social media is an important driver of that crisis—one that we must urgently address” (Office of
the Assistant Secretary for Health, 2023).

In this context, the findings of Bickham et al. (2022) regarding adolescent social
connections and online interactions provided insights into the evolving landscape of internet
usage. They found that daily communication with friends is prevalent among participants, with
texting (86%) and direct messaging on social media (66%) emerging as the most popular means
of interaction. Additionally, most young individuals engage primarily with individuals they
know in person, with 32.2% communicating exclusively and 47.9% mostly with acquaintances
from real life. In addition, when asking youth about the positives and negatives of social media,
their findings reported that it made friend relationships better (49.9%), and it also made teens
feel socially connected (79.4%) and emotionally supported by peers (69%). Approximately half
reported never or rarely feeling lonely or isolated (50%), sad or depressed (54.9%), or as if their
life is worse than other people’s (48.6%). These findings might reflect why adolescents engage
in internet use. However, they did think social media made some things worse, including grades
in school (31.3%), body image (46%), sleep needs (63.3%), family time (52%), and focus on
schoolwork (45%).

In addition, in this modern era, widespread access to the internet has made its use a
commonplace, daily activity among young people. The internet also serves as a valuable
resource for knowledge and significantly enhances their mental well-being and facilitates social
relationships, particularly when used in moderation (Kardefelt-Winther, 2014). However,

excessive and uncontrolled internet use can lead to psychological distress (Salettie, 2021). The



pervasive nature of internet access has profoundly transformed the landscape of adolescent life in
today's digital era. With the internet serving as a primary channel for information, entertainment,
and social interaction, its influence on the mental well-being of young individuals cannot be
overstated. As adolescents increasingly rely on the internet for various aspects of their daily
activities, a compelling need arises to investigate how this dependence on internet use impacts
their psychological health.

Scholarly research on the internet usage habits of young people, specifically in parochial
schools in America, is limited. Only a few studies explore this specific topic, and most of the
available data are indirect or not directly related to it. Nonetheless, some facts in the literature
help establish expectations for internet use among parochial middle and high school students.
Dowell et al. (2009) studied 404 students from a mix of parochial and public schools and found
that 96% of the youths were using the internet at home, with gender differences in online
activities. Females preferred instant messaging and visiting websites, spending significantly
more time online than males. On the other hand, males' favorite online activities included
playing video games and instant messaging, though to a significantly lesser extent than females.
However, both genders spend comparable amounts of time online each day. Murray’s (2014)
study of Catholic school students revealed that 483 youths used the internet daily, with 96%
being social media users. Lastly, Beavers (2014) surveyed Christian high school students' habits
and preferences. This study identified the top reasons for using social media: keeping in touch
with family and friends (82%), sharing pictures, videos, and games (51%), reconnecting with old
friends (16%), and meeting new people (12%). Twenty-three percent of the students believed
social media was essential, while 45% considered it somewhat important. Additionally, 28% of

the students spent 11-20 hours online weekly, and 25% spent 6-10 hours.



While this information provides a basic understanding of how parochial school students
view the internet and how they spend their time online, it is far from a complete picture.
Furthermore, much of the data is now outdated due to the rise in smartphone usage and the
widespread adoption of technology during the COVID-19 pandemic. This makes the data from
the present study even more valuable.

Statement of the Problem

Numerous studies on internet addiction have been conducted in Europe and Asia;
however, there remains a gap in understanding the specific levels of internet use that lead to
addiction. Additionally, the frequency, length of time, and especially the purpose of internet use
at which individuals typically transition into addiction have not received sufficient attention.
Moreover, while some studies have highlighted problems associated with excessive internet use,
there is a lack of research directly linking these issues to internet addiction and its distinct impact
on adolescent mental health. Finally, there is little current research on this topic concerning
American and Canadian adolescents, leaving yet another gap in our understanding.

Purpose of Study

This study investigates the relationship between internet usage patterns—including
frequency, duration, and purpose of use—and the development of internet addiction among
adolescents. It further seeks to examine how the frequency of different purposes of internet use,
as well as internet addiction, impacts adolescent mental health. By addressing these gaps in the
literature, the study seeks to provide insights into the mechanisms through which specific
patterns and purposes of internet use may contribute to addiction and affect psychological well-

being in specific demographics.



Theoretical Framework
Cognitive-Behavioral Theory

Among the available literature on internet addiction, most scholars have borrowed from
cognitive theory to explain how some individuals become addicted while others do not. There
are also some common themes in scholarly discussions regarding the motivations that drive
individuals to use the internet and the specific features of the internet, such as accessibility,
anonymity, and instant gratification, that may attract and potentially entrap users. However, few
scholars use a clear theoretical framework (Young & Brand, 2017).

Johnson (2006) explains the main points of cognitive theory, citing how mental processes
such as attention, perception, and even thinking about how one is thinking are all part of
cognition. Cognitive development starts with simple processes, such as learning to focus for
children, then progresses to more difficult tasks, such as problem solving and evaluating the
effectiveness of processes developed so far. By adolescence, several cognitive skills have been
acquired but are still not fully developed (Johnson, 2006). This basis of understanding helps to
build a formula of motivations, mediators, and consequences that illustrate the path of internet
users' path to internet addiction.

Dong and Potenza (2014) have a model based on cognitive-behavioral theory, which
focuses on choosing rewards. When an addict experiences the feeling of craving, they will often
choose to seek a reward (using the internet or gaming) even though there may be negative
consequences down the road. Dong and Potenza suggested interrupting the cycle of craving,
which leads to seeking the reward. They identified the elements in that cycle, starting with the
stressed feeling that drives the person to the internet, awareness of the craving that arises,

followed by the decision-making style that causes the individual to either give in to their craving



or control their behavior, and analyzing one’s motives to seek a healthier source of the reward
they pursue. In this model, managing one's decision-making style is crucial to breaking the cycle
and address the issue effectively.

Yu et al. (2013) also used cognitive-behavioral theory in their model, but in contrast to
Dong and Potenza (2014), they focused on emotional regulation. They stress that remedying the
bad behavior of excessive use of the internet requires not only planning and strategy on the part
of the individual, but also the ability to monitor that cognition. This skill set is called
metacognition, the key counterattack against emotional dysregulation, a significant factor leading
to problem behaviors in internet users. Those who are emotionally dysregulated go to the internet
to seek relief from bad moods or emotional distress, and as internet use is prolonged, the user is
likely to develop a disorder that will disrupt metacognitive skills. The authors explain that this
impairment of metacognition is ultimately what leads to emotional dependency on internet use.

Brand et al. (2014b) developed a model that illustrates the difference between healthy use
of the internet, disordered use, and specific disorders such as Internet Gaming Disorder. As with
the models above, the sequences of events leading to disordered internet use begin with an
uncomfortable feeling that drives a person to the internet so that they may find relief or escape.
Brand highlights that a person can achieve what they went to the internet for and stop at a
healthy time, or may have a predisposed factor such as depression or social anxiety, which, when
compounded with a mediator such as a dysfunctional coping strategy, results in disordered use.
Brand also details how specific types of disorders, whether gaming or social media-based,
interact with specific motivations, such as reward-seeking. Brand’s model, like those of Dong
and Potenza (2014) and Yu et al. (2013), shares many elements, such as dysfunctional decision-

making and a preference for short-term rewards despite future consequences.



Interaction of Person-Affect-Cognition-Execution (I-PACE) Model

The Interaction of Person-Affect-Cognition-Execution (I-PACE) model, which focuses
on internet-use disorders, was introduced years ago (Brand et al., 2016b). One aim was to
describe the psychological and neurobiological processes underlying the development and
maintenance of addictive use of specific internet applications, such as gaming, gambling,
viewing pornography, shopping, and social networking.

The updated I-PACE model, proposed by Brand et al. (2019), is a theoretical approach to
describing the process of addictive behaviors by combining psychological and neuroscientific
theories of substance-use disorders and behavioral addictions. It highlights the intricate interplay
between individual characteristics, emotional states, cognitive processes, and behavioral
execution in driving addiction. For instance, the model suggests that someone with a
predisposition for impulsivity (a personal factor) may experience heightened negative emotions
(affect), such as stress or anxiety, when faced with triggers such as seeing alcohol
advertisements. These negative emotions may trigger cognitive processes, such as rumination or
craving, which then influence the decision to engage in addictive behaviors. Finally, the
execution phase involves actual engagement in addictive behavior, such as excessive alcohol
consumption. This model underscores how addiction is a complex process involving multiple
factors interacting over time, rather than a simple cause-and-effect relationship.

One of the main ideas of the I-PACE model is the inner circle, which includes the affect,
cognition, and execution components. It emphasizes the interaction between individual
predisposing factors and situational triggers in the development of addictive behaviors. Early
stages involve affective and cognitive responses to triggers, leading to decisions influenced by

impulsive/reactive and reflective/deliberative systems. Over time, experiences of gratification



and compensation reinforce behavior-specific expectancies, making control more difficult and
behavior more impulsive. Later stages see habitual behaviors that feel automatic, driven by cue-
reactivity and craving, alongside impairments in inhibitory control and executive functions.
Stimulus-specific inhibitory control becomes crucial in habitual behaviors. These associations
may result in reduced control over desire when faced with addictive stimuli, promoting habitual
behavior (Brand et al., 2019, pp. 2-3).

Internet Addiction Framed as a Societal 111

There is a crucial commonality throughout all the above internet addiction models based
on cognitive-behavioral theory: they all state that the fault is within the individual who lacks
adequate self-control. However, there is a less-visited concept that frames internet addiction as a
societal ill (Lundahl, 2021; Montag et al., 2019) that arose from businesses motivated by profits
and a government and/or a general public that does not do enough to push back against the
adverse effects of social media on the people. Unlike the cognitive behavioral theory-based
models, blame is not placed solely on the individual who became addicted, but instead shared
among all who are aware that there is problematic use of the internet and have not done enough
to intervene.

Lundahl (2021) highlighted the important point that video games and social media are
addictive by design. She even goes so far as to call society’s vast overuse of the internet a
“manufactured epidemic” since social media algorithms are made to deliver content to
individuals that will keep them hooked. She notes platforms even present content that the user
dislikes on purpose to keep them engaged, since comments of disapproval and arguments with
other users lengthen their session. Removing any suspicions of speculation, Lundahl cited a

quote from the founding president of Facebook who said in an interview that social media



exploits a “vulnerability in human psychology” to “consume as much of your time and conscious
attention as possible” (Guardian, March 4, 2018).

To support this argument about the addictiveness of social media apps and video games,
Montag et al. (2019) have identified six standard features developers add to their online
platforms to keep users occupied as long as possible. The first is Endless Scrolling or Streaming,
exemplified by platforms such as Instagram and YouTube, ensuring fresh content continually
emerges, enticing users to explore further. This design feature, including autoplay on YouTube,
maintains user engagement by uninterrupted transitioning from one piece of content to the next,
potentially enhancing user experience while raising concerns about overconsumption. The
researchers also identify the Endowment Effect/Mere Exposure Effect, which is popularly
involved in games where you must invest much time to earn upgrades and features, making users
reluctant to delete the game because they would abandon the fruits of their labor. Social apps and
games also leverage social pressure, an example of which can be seen in the way that WhatsApp
prompts users to either stay online or return to communication quickly by showing the user when
their message has been read or in the way that the game World of Warcraft encourages players to
go on missions together, forming guilds which reconvene later. Social platforms track user
interactions and analyze their sentiments to tailor content, present the most compelling news, and
prevent user disengagement.

In addition, social reward mechanisms, notably the 'Like' feature on social media
platforms, play a crucial role in providing positive feedback and triggering neuroscientific
responses, which can enhance user engagement and influence online behavior. It highlights the
association between lower gray matter volumes in specific brain regions and addictive behaviors,

particularly concerning prolonged social media app usage. Furthermore, it emphasizes the
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importance of social comparison processes, which offer insights into one's social standing within
one's network but can also lead to adverse outcomes such as lower self-esteem. Additionally,
social comparison extends beyond social media to freemium games, where comparisons are
made through high-score leaderboards. Lastly, games and social media exploit the Zeigarnik or
Ovsiankina effect, observed in high-investment tasks such as Candy Crush Saga, for example,
wherein emotional strain occurs upon interruption, leading individuals to spend extra money to
alleviate the tension and progress further in the game. By revealing these tactics, Montag et al.
(2019) showed how app developers and even whole technology companies design their products
to manipulate users into giving up as much of their time and attention as is possible regularly.
Adolescents’ Use of the Internet

Nearly all adolescents have access to at least one device, if not multiple devices in their
home that will connect them to the internet. The Pew Research Center determined that most of
them (95%) have access to a smartphone or a computer (90%). In comparison, a lesser but still
significant number of youths have access to a gaming console (83%) or a tablet (65%) (Anderson
et al., 2023). A Gallup poll found that half of teens spend an average of 4.8 hours online daily
(Rothwell, 2023).

Regarding screen time, Bickham and colleagues (2022) revealed that adolescents
dedicated 8.2 hours daily to screen media usage. When asked how they felt about the amount of
time, the majority reported that it was a little (44.2%) or way too much time (12.8%).
Surprisingly, 19.7% felt they used media more than their peers did. When asked when they
stopped using the media for the night on a typical weekday, 50.9% did at 11 p.m. or later.

The internet serves so many purposes that many teens rely on it for various daily

functions (Saletti, 2021). When asked for what purpose teens are using the internet, they reply
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with a mix of recreational and constructive purposes. Teens report that the main reasons they are
using smartphones are as follows: passing time (90%), connecting with other people (84%),
learning new things (83%), and avoiding interaction with other people (43%) (Schaeffer, 2019).
Around half of the teens use social media apps such as TikTok, Instagram, and Snapchat daily,
and nearly 70% watch YouTube videos daily. Furthermore, of teenagers who access these
platforms daily, 14-17% report using them constantly (Anderson et al., 2023). Similarly, Bickam
et al. (2022) also provided a list of popular apps and asked which ones they use at least once
daily. The result showed that adolescents’ top four were YouTube (82%), TikTok (64%),
Instagram (58%), and Snapchat (56%). This gives a brief picture of how ubiquitous internet use,
specifically social media use, is among adolescents and illustrates the segment of youths whose
time on the internet seems excessive.

According to research, only a fraction of teens view their internet habits as problematic.
Orben and Przybylski (2019) said that those with a habit of overuse tend to estimate that they
spend less time online than they do. To give a general idea of their attitudes, only 54% of teens
worry at all about whether they spend too much time on their phone, and among those who do,
only half have ever tried to cut back on their screen time (Schaeffer, 2019).

Regarding adolescents' frequent interaction with their devices, Bickham et al. (2022)
found that 47.5% reported checking their phones at least every 15 minutes, with 16.4%
indicating they checked every 5 minutes or less. It is rare for young people to be disconnected
from screens for extended periods; 50% stated they had not gone more than 12 hours without
screen use in the past year. The majority perceived their usage as somewhat uncontrolled, with

only 17% reporting no feeling of addiction to screen media.
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In addition, adolescents also expressed concerns regarding screen media’s interference
with daily routines. Notably, 63.3% of respondents reported that screen media significantly
disrupted their sleep patterns, while 52% indicated similar interference with family time.
Moreover, 45% of participants noted a noticeable obstacle in their ability to concentrate on
schoolwork or homework due to screen media engagement. By contrast, screen media was also
perceived to foster positive outcomes. Approximately 33% of respondents stated that screen
media encouraged socialization by facilitating time spent with friends, while 36% acknowledged
its contribution to heightened engagement with social and political issues (Bickham et al., 2022).
These findings underscore the multifaceted nature of screen media's influence on daily activities,
highlighting its drawbacks and potential benefits within contemporary society.

Additionally, there are some gender divisions when it comes to internet use. Girls are
more likely to avoid social interaction by using their phones than boys, but the rates are about the
same for uses such as connecting with others, passing time, or learning new things (Schaeffer,
2019). Social media use is 9-13% higher in girls, depending on the platform (Anderson et al.,
2023). Girls are also more likely to feel anxious when they are away from their phones
(Anderson et al., 2024). In addition, adolescent boys often gravitate towards using the internet
for entertainment and to fulfill a desire for achievement, whereas girls tend to utilize it for
socializing and academic assistance (Su et al., 2020; Weiser, 2000).

For non-binary individuals, their experience with the internet is unique compared to the
patterns established above, as was observed by Coyne et al. (2023). Typically, adolescents report
more mental health issues as their screen time with devices and social media goes up. Non-
binary youths as a group have “the highest levels of depression, emotional problems, and

conduct problems” (p. 5) compared to their cisgender peers, but surprisingly, in this narrow case,
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active media use leads to fewer mental health problems. This is no coincidence, however, as
Coyne et al. (2023) noted that non-binary youths are in the group that is highly likely to be
bullied and harassed and struggle with how to present themselves in front of others. With the
internet, they can find spaces free of those typical negative interactions. The non-binary youths
in their study carefully curated their social media feeds and the people they associate with online,
and created profiles that accurately represent themselves. Part of this curating behavior stems
from the high likelihood of being cyberbullied.

After creating their own safe space through internet associations, the mental health of
non-binary adolescents improves. This safe space is so vital to these youths’ social acceptance
that taking intentional breaks from technology often results in depression and emotional
problems. This contrasts with the outcome in cisgender youths, who typically benefit from
technology breaks (Coyne et al., 2023).

Current Understandings of Internet Addiction

For the past several years, most authorities and scholars in the field have agreed on more
or less one definition for internet addiction, which is based on the description from the American
Psychiatric Association in their diagnostic manual. Internet addiction begins with compulsive,
excessive internet use and, like a gambling disorder or substance dependency, is accompanied by
an increase in tolerance, the appearance of withdrawal symptoms, and functional impairment of
daily activities (Chun et al., 2020; Chin & Leung, 2018). To elaborate, tolerance is exhibited
when internet users can spend increasingly longer amounts of time online. In contrast,
withdrawal is expressed in symptoms such as depression or irritability when the user is away
from access (Chin & Leung, 2018). Functional impairment arises when one’s psychosocial

performance is disabled (Chun et al., 2020), often when consumed by cravings or fantasizing
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about returning to use (Chin & Leung, 2018). Thus, a fundamental definition of Internet
Addiction would be as follows: It is “excessive Internet use and the psychological difficulties
that accompany it, such as preoccupation, withdrawal, tolerance, lack of control, continued
excessive use of the Internet despite knowledge of adverse effects, and use of the internet to
escape or relieve a dysphoric mood” (Chemnad et al., 2022, p. 1692; Young, 2009).

It is also essential to define what internet addiction is not. Firstly, while excessive internet
use is a requisite, “excessive” cannot be measured in time. It is worth noting that some
researchers have found an association between the frequency of teens’ internet use and internet
addiction (Samaha et al., 2018; Onen et al., 2014; Koyuncu et al., 2014), but on the other hand,
Johansson and Gotestam’s (2004) observation of Norwegian teenagers showed a low relationship
between frequency of use and addition to the internet. Thus, researchers have not been able to
establish a scale of how many hours spent online are acceptable and how many are excessive.

Unlike addiction to substance abuse, where even small amounts of substance can quickly
lead to addiction, mere exposure to the internet is not considered dangerous. Consider how
attending school online and logging several hours of screen time daily does not constitute
excessive use. Kuss et al. (2018) explained the important distinction when it comes to internet
addiction: it is not the medium to which people become addicted but rather the activities in
which they engage online.

Research data on internet addiction in the U.S. is somewhat sparse, so there is no reliable
number about the addiction rate among youth. The majority of studies have occurred outside the
U.S., with research mainly coming out of Asia and a few studies from Europe, so only these
numbers are available to get an indirect idea of addiction rates. These studies reveal that there is

a wide variation in internet addiction rates among young people from region to region and
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culture to culture. Chung et al. (2019) reported 1.5%—8.2% internet addiction rates in Europe and
the U.S. during the years 2009-2017. In more recent years, but in other lands, Gong et al. (2022)
reported that 19.5% of young adults in Serbia and 16.9% of youths in Switzerland had
smartphone addiction. Furthermore, in China, 22% and in Japan, as much as 28% of youths are
addicted to their smartphones. Looking at a less formal source, a U.S. News & World Report
article by Murez (2024) shared that more than 22% of surveyed parents worry that their child
may have a dependency. There is a wide possible range and not enough research to make a solid
guess about how many youths in the U.S. currently face internet addiction; however, many
adolescents likely struggle with potential internet addiction.

Use of and access to the internet has become normalized, and many people do not
understand where to draw the line, with some not even realizing that there should be limits at all.
Johnson (2006) provided an example, referring to an increasing number of college students
experiencing addiction to their computers. However, the use of computers was also promoted
because it was linked to academic achievement (Rocheleau, 1995). For decades, young people
have faced the challenge of using digital devices in ways that support their goals without letting
those tools become harmful. As society continues to adapt to life online, both parents and young
people need to develop a clearer understanding of when internet use becomes problematic and
what healthy boundaries might look like. Establishing that understanding is also crucial for
guiding future research.

Comprehensive data are needed to create a large enough body of research so that mental
and healthcare professionals can have a solid basis to diagnose and treat those with problematic
internet use. Besser et al. (2019) reported on the status of internet addiction as a formally

recognized disorder. Even now, only one subset of excessive internet use, Internet Gaming
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Disorder, is part of the DSM-5, the central diagnostic and statistical manual used by the
American Psychiatric Association (Besser et al., 2019). Only Internet Gaming Disorder is
represented there because it has a large amount of existing research, and even so, it is mentioned
only in the manual's Appendix, accompanied by notes saying that more research is needed. The
World Health Organization has recommended that Internet Gaming Disorder be added to the
International Classification of Diseases in the interest of public health. Yet, it has not been
admitted into that reference. Internet addiction and its subsets are still far from being formally
recognized as disorders with clear diagnostic criteria. Thus, this hampers the development of
effective treatment and preventive measures. One of the hopes behind the research in this
dissertation is that it may contribute not only to scholarly discussion but to the issue of
recognition, diagnosis, and treatment among mental health professionals.

Gathering additional data that is specific to youths is also relevant as the U.S. enters an
era of regulating internet use in minors. Several countries have already passed laws about
limiting children’s exposure to the internet, especially screen time and access to social media
(Lundahl, 2020). The U.S. has created some legislature to this point, but 84% of adults aged 30
and over want to require parental consent to set up a social media account, and 72% of the same
group wish that there would be limits on how much time a minor can spend on social media
(Anderson & Faverio, 2023). U.S. local governments have created some legislation to this point.
However, proposed plans tend to run into difficulties as stakeholders, government authorities,
and the general public disagree on whether such aggressive action is needed to protect the health
and well-being of children (Singer, 2023). Facts about what youths are experiencing, and the
results, are essential information that must be known to pass effective but not overly restrictive

regulations.
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Mental Health

While adolescents are experiencing significant physical, social, and emotional
development, accompanied by changes in cognitive and language skills (Ciccia et al., 2009), they
are vulnerable to more than just dysregulated internet use. The World Health Organization
(2021) has identified adolescence as a particularly vulnerable period for mental health problems
in general. It notes that anxiety disorders involving panic and excessive worrying, as well as
depression, are common emotional disorders in adolescents. In their 2016-2019 estimate, the
U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2023) said that the chances for a child aged
between 3 and 17 years to be diagnosed with a mental disorder were as follows: anxiety (9.4%),
behavioral problems (8.9%), and depression (4.4%). The CDC also noted that depression and
anxiety increased over time. Furthermore, after surveying adolescents 12-17 years of age in the
years 2018-2019, the CDC learned the following statistics: 36.7% of those teens had persistent
feelings of sadness or hopelessness, 18.8% contemplated suicide seriously, and 8.9% attempted
suicide.

Research shows that adolescence marks a crucial time of life for developing social and
emotional habits essential for mental well-being, as the World Health Organization (2021)
described. Its necessary milestones include adopting healthy sleep patterns, maintaining regular
exercise routines, developing coping mechanisms, problem-solving skills, interpersonal
competencies, and mastering emotional regulation. WHO also adds that the presence of
protective and supportive environments within the family, school, and broader community is
critical to counteract the onslaught of challenges that steer adolescents toward the risk of mental
health issues. Stressors during adolescence, including exposure to adversity, peer pressure, and

identity exploration, add to their daily challenges. Factors such as media influence and societal
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gender norms can intensify the difference between adolescents' reality and their aspirations for
the future (World Health Organization, 2021).

In this era saturated with technology, researchers are seeing how this tender period of life
opens up vulnerabilities to internet overuse. Research by Casey et al. (2005), Karaca et al.
(2021), and Steinberg (2005) has shown that insufficient cognitive control and the desire to keep
up with peers contribute to increased risky behaviors in adolescents. Yang and Tung (2007)
suggested that the risk of developing addictive habits while using the internet is heightened
because of this adolescent period of emotional, social, and cognitive skills development.
Immature competence in self-control leads to simple internet use snowballing into larger issues
for youths (Karaca et al., 2021). For example, searching for relationships and emotional support
online leads to involvement in social media, increased time spent online, and carrying
smartphones constantly (Karaca et al., 2021). Widyanto and McMurran (2004) indicated that
teenagers are more likely to use the internet frequently than other age groups, so it is easy to see
why adolescents are particularly at risk for internet addiction.

Internet Addiction and Mental Health

People have had concerns about the impact of internet use on individuals as far back as
1996 when Dr. Young published her Internet Addiction Test questionnaire (Young, 2016). Two
years after that, Kraut (1998) reported decreases in mental health that were small but still
noticeable. Moving forward in time to Yoo’s 2014 study, poor mental health was reported as an
impact of Internet Addiction. In recent years, internet use and Internet Addiction have been
enough of a concern to make the U.S. Surgeon General release a cautionary report. It calls upon
policymakers to limit features that maximize time and attention and start implementing digital

literacy education so that young people can recognize their addictive behaviors before it is too
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late (Office of the Surgeon General, 2023). In a news release, U.S. Surgeon General Dr. Vivek
Murthy expressed American adolescents’ current relationship with the internet this way: “There
is growing evidence that social media use is associated with harm to young people’s mental
health...We are in the middle of a national youth mental health crisis, and I am concerned that
social media is an important driver of that crisis — one that we must urgently address” (Office of
the Assistant Secretary for Health, 2023). This underscores the imperative for society to foster a
healthier digital environment and equip individuals with the necessary tools to navigate the
complexities of internet use responsibly.

The internet’s effects on mental health are highly varied, and though there are consistent
patterns across large sets of data, each individual case of internet addiction will be unique. Saletti
(2021) highlighted several issues affecting teens who use the internet, whether they are
considered to be addicted or not: increasing reliance on visual communication, eagerness for
instant gratification, higher likelihood of engaging in risky behaviors due to technology misuse
(for example, texting while driving), and a variety of psychological ailments. Wallace (2014)
also identified declines in school and work performance, loss of sleep, issues in the family, and
reduction in social activities. Saletti (2021) further named loneliness, disruption to daily life,
depression, telling lies, anxiety, and a lower quality of life as problems associated with
uncontrolled internet use. The troubles mentioned above are not a comprehensive list, but it is
already easy to see why the World Health Organization (2015) warned of high costs to public
health and society due to problems arising from compulsive internet use.

Internet Addiction and Mental Health During the Pandemic
Ramakrishna et al. (2023) conducted a study focusing on the interplay between life skills,

technology addiction, and depression among adolescents during the COVID-19 pandemic. Their
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findings revealed that three-fourths of the adolescents had mild depression, and half of the
adolescents were addicted to the internet and smartphones. These results align with recent
findings indicating a rise in internet addiction among adolescents, particularly during periods of
restricted movement.

In addition, a study by Wafa et al. (2021) noted that during the COVID-19 pandemic, a
considerable proportion (74.65%) of adolescents exhibited problematic internet usage, and
10.69% were addicted to the internet. Similarly, Khan et al. (2021) found that two-thirds (66.7%)
of adolescents during this period showed moderate to severe addiction levels. Furthermore, a
high prevalence of moderate to severe psychological distress was observed in 71.7% of
adolescents. There was a positive correlation between internet addiction and psychological
distress among these adolescents (Khan et al.,2021). The findings are in line with the results of
Gedam et al. (2017), who confirmed that internet addiction was associated with anxiety,
depression, and loss of emotional/ behavioral control. Considering the definite and significant
positive correlation between psychological distress and internet addiction among adolescents, it
is necessary to regard internet addiction in conjunction with the mental well-being of
adolescents.

To summarize, the literature demonstrates a complex relationship between internet usage
patterns, internet addiction, and its impact on adolescent mental health. It highlights the
widespread access to the internet among young people, the various purposes for which they use
it, and the concerns surrounding excessive internet use. The review also explores the factors
contributing to internet addiction, including cognitive-behavioral theories and societal
influences, as well as the psychological and societal consequences associated with it. Despite the

prevalence of internet addiction, there remains a gap in understanding the specific levels of
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internet use or the purpose of internet use that leads to addiction. Additionally, there is a lack of
research directly linking excessive internet use to mental health issues and its prevalence among
American and Canadian youths in the parochial school system. Given the societal implications
and the rising concern about internet addiction, there is a pressing need for empirical research to
investigate the relationship between internet usage patterns, addiction development, and mental
health outcomes among adolescents. By filling this gap in the literature, this study also aims to
provide valuable insights into the mechanisms underlying internet addiction and its impact on
mental health.
Research Questions

Given the above review of the literature, this study aims to investigate the following
research questions:

1. What is the status of internet use and the purpose of use among secondary students
enrolled in a parochial school system?

2. Is there a relationship between increased internet use and a rise in internet addiction
among these students?

3. How does internet addiction correlate with increased mental health issues in this
demographic?

4. Does the frequency of different purposes of internet use moderate the relationship
between internet addiction and mental health problems?

Methodology

Sampling

This research employs a quantitative design, leveraging data from a comprehensive

nationwide survey conducted as part of the ValueGenesis (VG) 4 project. This survey targeted
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students in grades 6 through 12 enrolled in a prominent evangelical school system across the
United States and Canada. ValueGenesis 4 continues the work of its predecessors, VG1, VG2,
and VG3, and represents a collaborative effort between the North American Division (NAD)
Office of Education and two entities at La Sierra University (LSU): the School of Education’s
Office of Research and the John Hancock Center for Youth and Family Ministries.

The current sample includes data from 239 schools, which account for 37% of the 653
schools under the NAD. This study yielded responses from 9,165 students, representing 38% of
the total student population in grades 6 through 12 across the NAD system in the United States
and Canada.

Demographically, the sample comprised 5,506 (60.1%) respondents aged 11 to 14 and
3,645 (39.8%) respondents aged 15 or older. Gender distribution included 4,284 (46.7%) males,
4,132 (45.1%) females, and 735 (8.0%) who did not specify their gender. Ethnicity was reported
as follows: 197 (2.1%) American Indian, 1,589 (17.3%) Black, 2,093 (22.8%) Hispanic, 1,616
(17.6%) Asian Pacific Islander, 2,419 (26.4%) White, and 1,235 (13.5%) Multi-ethnic
respondents. In terms of religious affiliation, 7,306 (79.7%) were Seventh-day Adventists, 835
(9.1%) students identified as having no religion, 725 (7.9%) were Non-SDA Protestants, and 204
(2.2%) were Catholic. The regional distribution of respondents was 1,584 (17.3%) from the
Northeast, 991 (10.8%) from the Midwest, 2,352 (25.7%) from the South, 2,932 (32.0%) from
the West, and 1,129 (12.3%) from Canada.

Measures

The VG4 survey questionnaire encompassed over 450 items, addressing a broad spectrum

of subjects such as personal religion, church and school life, family dynamics, mental health, and

positive psychology. For this study, the researcher focused on the sections that dealt with internet
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usage, internet addiction, mental health, and demographic information. The questions related to
internet issues in the VG4 survey were divided into three groups: the frequency of internet use,
the purpose of internet use, and internet addiction.

Internet Use

To assess the frequency of internet use, the survey included three questions regarding the
respondents' daily engagement with smartphones, internet browsing, video or online gaming, and
other activities unrelated to study or schoolwork. Participants were asked how often they
engaged in these activities, with responses measured on a 5-point Likert scale.

In evaluating the purpose of internet use, respondents detailed their weekly engagement
in various online activities. These activities included blogging, listening to music through
services such as iTunes, watching internet TV or movies on platforms like YouTube, using direct
messaging applications such as MSN, Yahoo, Discord, Snapchat, and Slack, gaming, file
sharing, online shopping, live streaming, participating in social networking on sites such as
Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat, general web browsing, consuming news, and
studying or doing school-related work, among others. The responses were rated on a 6-point
Likert scale, ranging from "I do not engage in this activity at all" to "Seven or more hours."
Internet Addiction

The Internet Addiction Questionnaire, adapted from the works of Pawlikowski et al.
(2013) and Tran et al. (2017), was used to measure internet addiction among participants. The
questionnaire prompted participants to reflect on their current rather than ideal behaviors. It
included statements such as the following: "I find myself using my phone or computer more
often than I expect," "I find myself saying 'just a few more minutes' when online," "I neglect

family time and chores to spend more time online," "I try to cut down my phone or internet use



24

without success," "My schoolwork suffers because of the amount of time I spend online," "I lose
sleep due to late-night log-ins or phone use," "I choose to spend more time online over going out
with others," "I often try to hide how long I have been online or using my phone," "I snap, yell,
or act annoyed if someone bothers me while I am online," "I feel anxious when I am offline or
without my smartphone," and "I become defensive or secretive when anyone asks me what I do
online." Responses were captured on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from "I strongly disagree" to
"I strongly agree."

Mental Health

The questionnaire aimed to measure participation in mental well-being through six
questions. The questions were adopted and revised from VG1-VG3 and validated by Dr. Chang-
Ho Ji, the director, principal investigator, and chief statistician of the VG4 project. Respondents
were asked to report on the frequency of experiencing symptoms related to depression, anxiety,
poor sleep, suicidal ideation, attempts to harm oneself, and eating disorders. They rated their
responses using a 5S-point Likert scale for depression, anxiety, and poor sleep as follows: (1) Not
at all, (2) Once in a while, (3) Some of the time, (4) Most of the time, (5) All the time. For
suicidal ideation, attempts to harm oneself, and eating disorders, respondents used a scale of (1)
No, (2) Once, (3) Twice, (4) Three times, (5) Four or more times.

The six questionnaire items were: (1) How often have you felt sad or depressed during
the last month? (2) How often have you felt nervous, anxious, or on edge during the last month?
(3) How often has poor sleep troubled you in the last month? (4) At any time in the past 12
months, did you seriously think about trying to kill yourself? (5) Have you ever tried to kill
yourself? (6) Are you now, or have you ever been, involved in any eating disorder (throwing up,

avoiding eating)?
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Organization of the Dissertation

This dissertation follows a slightly different structure from traditional dissertations.
Typically, traditional dissertations are organized into five chapters: the introduction, literature
review, methodology, research findings, and a final chapter that includes conclusions, discussion,
and suggestions for future research ("The Dissertation—Chapter Breakdown," 2018).

In contrast, this dissertation begins with an introduction chapter and a comprehensive
literature review. It then presents a theoretical framework and methodology. Chapters Two
through Five are dedicated to a more in-depth exploration of the research questions, with each
chapter containing its introduction, research findings, discussion, and summary. Chapter 6 more
closely mirrors the traditional structure, offering conclusions, the intervention base, the study's

limitations, and the research's implications and contributions.
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CHAPTER 2
INTERNET USE

The primary goal of this chapter is to examine the status and purpose of internet use
among secondary students in a parochial school system, focusing on the activities in which they
engage most frequently. By exploring the frequency and purpose of internet use, we can gain
insight into whether students' behaviors align with healthy patterns or suggest potential
problems. The chapter starts with a broad exploration of typical internet usage, identifying the
most common activities, such as academic work, entertainment, or social media, to establish a
baseline for future investigations into internet addiction.

To begin, a review of existing literature was conducted to understand the frequency and
duration of internet use among youths, the reasons behind their internet usage, and trends in
online behavior. Next, a descriptive analysis was carried out to assess how frequently youths use
the internet and smartphones daily for activities such as watching videos, playing online games,
or engaging in non-academic tasks. The analysis also examined how often students use the
internet for schoolwork, entertainment, and social networking. Demographic variables such as
religion, gender, school grade, ethnicity, and region were included to better understand how
these factors might influence internet use patterns. By comparing different demographic groups,
the chapter identifies whether certain groups spend more time online or engage in specific
activities.

In addition, the chapter provides a discussion that compares the findings from this study
with existing research, offering possible explanations for the data. Finally, a chapter summary

highlights the key results and insights taken from the study.
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Previous Research
Frequency

As one can imagine, adolescents interact with the internet frequently throughout the day.
A fact sheet from Pew Research Center shares that 46% of US teens ages 13 to 17 say they use
the internet via either computer or cellphone “almost constantly,” and another 47% say “several
times a day” (Faverio et al., 2024).

Radesky et al. (2023) observed a median of 51 times per day that American youths
picked up and checked their smartphones. The lowest number of times among the youths
surveyed was two, and the highest was a staggering 498 times in one day. In their report, the
adolescents 13 years old and up checked their phones more frequently than the 11 to 12-year-
olds, and often over 100 times daily. Marciano and Camerini (2022) noted that the Swiss youths
in their study picked up their smartphones every five minutes, showing the same median of 51
times per day. Furthermore, much like the youths in Radesky et al.’s report, activity increased on
the weekends.

Some experts consider smartphone checking an internalized habit, and it can even be an
unconscious action (Marciano & Camerini, 2022). Heitmayer and Lahlou (2021) offered some
insights, citing youths who compared picking up their phones automatically to the natural
response of moving one’s hand to cover the mouth when coughing. The researchers also
observed “fidgeting” in nearly all their participants, reaching for the smartphone, unlocking it,
using it, and then putting it back, even though they did not have a purpose to do so. Interestingly,
though Radesky et al. (2023) recorded a median of 237 notifications per day on the smartphones
of American adolescents, Heitmayer and Lahlou (2021) found that the users themselves initiated

most smartphone actions, and only 11% of their engagement was prompted by notifications.
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With 89% of interactions started by the users, it makes sense that youths’ internalized habit of
reaching for their smartphones greatly contributes to the overall amount of time they spend
engaging with the internet.

Furthermore, the natural habit of frequently checking the smartphone is compounded by
various features of smartphones and the apps on them. Users often get drawn into a loop where
they open one app to engage, but this behavior leads to using other apps (Heitmayer & Lahlou,
2021). In the end, young people often spend more time using their smartphones than they had
intended when they picked up their devices.

Duration

Though there is no standard number of hours that determines whether a person has
disordered use of the internet or gaming, one news article gave the example of individuals with
digital addiction who spend over 40 hours per week in front of a screen, with some going as high
as 80 hours (Rosenberg & Szura, 2023). A report from Common Sense (Radesky et al., 2023)
gave average durations of time that American teens spend on their smartphones daily: 7% up to 1
hour, 9% up to 2 hours, 12% up to 3 hours, and 72% 4 hours or more. The same report measured
how teens engage with their phones during school hours and nights. In duration, the most
minutes (reported as median) on the smartphone during the school days were spent on social
media (15 minutes), YouTube (about 12 minutes), and gaming (about 8§ minutes), and ironically,
the median time spent using the phone for education was less than 2 minutes. In contrast, during
school nights, social media goes down to a median of about 8 minutes, YouTube to about 4
minutes, and gaming about the same at around 9 minutes. During school night hours, reading (for

personal enjoyment) outpaced the top app used during the school day, showing a median
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duration of about 14 minutes. The median time spent using smartphones for education decreased
to less than one minute.

A later report from Common Sense Media shared further details about teenagers’ online
activities, providing insight into how these young people spend most of their time online while
seeking entertainment. Among those surveyed who had access to social media, the average time
spent on social media per day was 2 hours and 10 minutes (Rideout et al., 2022). The study also
reported that those who watch online videos averaged 1 hour 46 minutes daily. For teens who
enjoy browsing websites, the average time spent per day was 1 hour and 25 minutes. The activity
with the most significant average time was gaming, at 3 hours and 1 minute.

To set a baseline for online gamers, the Common Sense Census (Rideout et al., 2022)
reported that teens spend an average of one hour and 46 minutes each day playing games,
whether via mobile device, console, or computer. It should be noted that boys have significantly
higher average times, clocking two hours 20 minutes per day compared to girls’ 54 minutes. A
study of English teenagers noted that “a substantial number” of their study subjects played
mobile games for longer than 3.5 hours per day, and female mobile gamers were particularly
likely to spend long sessions playing (Skripkauskaite, Fazel, & OxWell Study Team, 2022).
Regarding computer gaming, half of the teen respondents answered that they spent four or more
hours per day playing games.

Based on the available information about young people’s frequency and duration as they
use various applications that connect them to the internet, it is apparent that daily use is the
norm. Furthermore, the most popular activities are for entertainment and connecting with others.

While no authority has assigned a point where a user would cross the threshold from moderate
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use into excessive use, the current body of research provides information about what average use
and extreme use would look like.

The Purpose of Internet Use

Internet use and school/ homework

The quick advancement and extensive application of digital technologies have profoundly
impacted various fields, including the lives of adolescents, particularly in education. The wave of
digitalization has greatly affected the education industry, becoming integrated into teachers’
class instruction methods and children’s study habits. Pierce and Cleary (2024) make the
connection explicit when they say that “computers and the internet are widely recognized as
fundamental to academic and future success on both the individual and the societal level” (pg.1).
Matter and Schevitz’s (2019) data showed that 59% percent of teens were on a computer every
day doing their homework. Research has shown that educational technology significantly
impacts academic performance (Lim et al., 2013; McKinsey & Co, 2014). Access to internet-
connected devices is particularly indispensable in STEM education, as curricula depend on these
devices for educational content and delivery. Of course, internet use became the major lifeline in
education during the COVID-19 pandemic (Pierce & Cleary, 2024). Simply put, American
society has reached an age where computers and the internet are permanently integrated into
education.

A study in China detailed how much using the internet to do homework can enhance the
educational experience. Gao and Chen (2024) located rural children who did not have much
access to computers, and after letting them do schoolwork via the internet, they found many
positive results. Forty-three percent felt using technology helped them understand the topic, 25%

said that it facilitated independent learning, and 24% could practice their research skills. Merely
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getting the basic skills of technology use makes a young person feel skillful, and after acquiring
these skills, they anticipate applying them in a career (Fitton et al., 2013). It is easy to see why
Joshi and Rose (2018) commented that the use of technology is vital in the eyes of adolescents,
as it is so helpful as they develop their skills in academic settings as well as overall cognitive
functions.

It is important to note that even though many youths embrace the growth that technology
brings them, simply placing an internet-connected device into the hands of an adolescent student
does not guarantee a positive academic outcome. Data from Common Sense Media showed that,
as far as smartphone use is concerned, youths are hardly using it for homework and spend far
more time on entertainment and socializing. The median percentage of daily use spent on
educational content was less than 1% (Radesky et al., 2023). Furthermore, Brooke et al. (2020)
spoke of the need for the management of children when studying, as they would often spend too
much time on non-educational activities such as social media or video games.

Another negative influence on the studies of young people is the increasing ways to cheat
on their homework using resources on the internet and emerging technologies. The academic
assignment reviewing company Turnitin reported that a small but significant 3% of assignments
contained at least 80% of material generated by Artificial Intelligence (Al) (Prothero, 2024).
Besides the heavy cheaters, it seems that young people are commonly looking to use Al for
occasional educational shortcuts. Prothero (2024) revealed that more teachers are reporting
suspicion of Al-generated passages in their classrooms, going from 48% of teachers to 63%
between 2023 and 2024. This strains educators as the increasingly sophisticated Al technologies’

input becomes more challenging to distinguish from genuine human work (Cingillioglu, 2023).
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Nonetheless, internet use in education is not only permanently incorporated into schools
but is also further encouraged. Pierce and Cleary (2024) focused on the indispensable benefits,
such as reducing the educational achievement gap, improving America overall through the
acquisition of workforce skills, and contributing to “proficient, productive and innovative” work
that gives the country a competitive edge. Much like the case with social media, the use of the
internet proves to be a valuable tool, and we must incorporate it into the school lives of youths
despite its drawbacks.

Internet use and entertainment/gaming

According to a Common Sense Media report (Radesky et al., 2023), the most popular
reasons for teens to use the internet are social media, gaming, streaming videos, reading, and
messaging. Less frequent uses include browsing, listening to music and audio, shopping, email,
and education. It is important to note that data on duration spent playing media may be skewed,
as teens often have something playing but their attention is not primarily on the video or audio.
Radesky et al. (2023) also learned from their survey subjects that they keep their phone by their
side so that they can run something in the background while multitasking. Furthermore, the same
report learned that youths especially like to use the internet to savor their alone time, usually into
the late hours of the night. A Boston Digital Wellness Lab survey showed that about 51% of
young people are watching online media at 11 P.M and later (Bickham, et al., 2022). One 11th
grader explained in the report that since young people’s days are dominated by school and
homework, late nights with the computer or smartphone are special because “when I'm in bed is
the one time where I really don't have to do anything, so I'm kind of happy to put off sleeping if |

can just chill for like another hour” (Radesky et al., 2023).



34

One study on internet gaming highlighted how many aspects of social media and gaming
in a social context gives teens a fulfilled feeling, since “humans have a basic need for social
belonging and relatedness,” and in turn, this contributes to the success and popularity of
platforms that enable these social connections (Sirola et al., 2020). These researchers gave the
example of Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games (MMORPGs) which facilitates
team play and even long-lasting social groups called “guilds.” Playing a role in a gaming team
can build up a player’s social capital, provide a sense of shared identity, and motivate the player
to play for a longer session and to come back to the game with regularity. Huang et al. (2018)
also identified that social groups in games create a sense of interdependence as they share
information and lead to more relationships as they meet more people in their friends’ circles and
enjoy mutual friendships. Research shows that social gains are a significant motivator to use the
internet.

Internet use and social networking

Social media is probably the most influential technology that has grown out of our use of
the internet. It serves simultaneously as a tool, as entertainment, and as an extension of our real-
life social networks. A study that monitored smartphone use in teens observed that the median
daily use of social media amounted to 41% of all the time they spent on their smartphones
(Radesky et al., 2023).

While embraced by many, social media has also gained a negative reputation in the
public eye. One researcher even likened it to a “moral panic” in the media, reporting that the
public increasingly perceives social media addiction as a “considerable and widespread” problem
(Lundahl, 2021, pgs. 1103, 1110). Data from various studies seems to imply that social media

can be a force for good as well as a harmful pastime.
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The benefits of having social media are many and cannot be denied. A report from
Boston Children’s Hospital Digital Wellness Lab highlighted that social media affords young
people tools so that they can learn new skills, pursue their interests, interact with those who are
similar in age or have similar views and interests, and, perhaps most importantly, young people
can express themselves (Bickham et al., 2022). Backing up its observations with survey data, the
Digital Wellness Lab shared that 79.4% of its subjects said they felt socially connected with the
help of social media, and 69% felt emotional support from their peers.

Online platforms can also help socially unconfident youths compensate for
communication barriers, skill shortcomings, or interaction discomforts face-to-face. Casale et al.
(2024) said that social networking sites allow people more control over how they present
themselves, since specific verbal and nonverbal cues can be left out of the conversation. Thus,
youth who are awkward communicators can make better impressions and enjoy a heightened
sense of freedom and security in online interactions compared to in-person social exchanges.
Another way social media helps compensate for face-to-face drawbacks is better control over
self-disclosure. The same researchers say this is very helpful to young people who fear negative
feedback, and there are many youths who feel as if communicating online is safer than in the real
world (Casale et al., 2024).

Not to be forgotten is the impact of the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic on how young people
communicate now compared to before that period of social isolation. Reporting on a notable
upswing in social media use, the New York Times explained that since young people had very
few in-person activities, they turned to their online devices to connect with friends (Moyer,
2022). The need for digital communication brought about a new level of literacy and fluency

with the internet as the proliferation of media devices, access to the internet, and daily screen use
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rapidly increased (Bozzola et al., 2022; Domoff et al., 2022; Moyer, 2022). This means that even
after the pandemic era of sheltering in place has passed, youths’ online habits have not returned
to pre-pandemic levels. A Cambridge social and behavioral science researcher described the
post-COVID years as displaying “ramifications of prolonged lack of social interaction paired
with too much social media use” (Teschon, 2023).

The foregoing quote alludes to many downsides of social media use, which have become
growing public concerns. Bekalu et al. (2019) noted that a user’s approach to social media can
indicate whether that time spent online will help or harm. They explained that while using social
media for emotional connection often led to higher well-being and self-rated health, those who
regularly checked posts or monitored likes and comments were likely to have lower well-being
and self-rated health. Devorah Heitner highlighted that some of the painful points for teens that
come from social media use include seeing events in which one was not included and social
comparison (Moyer, 2022).

The Boston Children’s Hospital Digital Wellness Lab (Bickham et al., 2022) provided
some interesting insights into where youths think they fall in the balance between productive and
problematic social media use. Forty-six percent said they felt worse about their bodies, 40% were
neutral, and 14% felt better about their bodies. Twenty-eight percent feel worse about their
family relationships, 56% feel neither better nor worse, and 16% feel better. Fifteen percent feel
worse about their friend relationships, 35% are neutral, and 50% feel better. Furthermore, 50% of
the surveyed youths stated that browsing social media is helpful to their overall well-being, 26%
were neutral, and 20% believed social media was harmful to their well-being. As seems obvious,
a teen’s relationship with social media can be complex and unique to the individual, depending

on their engagement with these platforms and motivation for doing so.
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A journalist illustrated it well when comparing a teen’s experience in the world of social
media to going to an “unsavory part of town” that is “junky, spammy, competitive, and risky, but
it is also a place where brave feats of creativity and connection nonetheless happen all the time”
(Kamanetz, 2023). Anya Kamanetz, who interviewed 65 teens about their journeys and
experiences using social media, found a pattern. These teens would encounter “difficult
skirmishes” they had not anticipated when entering the social media platform. For example,
signing up to share photos but running into false news and malicious strangers, being betrayed
and bullied by schoolmates, or simply spending a lot of time interacting with others, just to
discover that all the relationships formed are not very deep. Despite all the downsides of social
networking platforms, the writer noted that, ultimately, teens did not stop using social media.
Kamenetz’s interview subjects scored significant wins through their various platforms, including
scholarships and mentors, highly curated communities where they became productive leaders,
and even converting a bully into an ally. Though they may have gotten profoundly hurt while
using social media, the teens also learned to adjust. Kamenetz noted that they are learning to
navigate social media challenges independently, emerging from negative experiences with
increased self-awareness, confidence, and coping strategies. Thus, it seems that the world of
social media is dangerous but can be navigated in a way that yields overall positive benefits to its
teen users.

Trends Leading Youth to Internet Use
Cognitive Development

One crucial feature that cannot be overlooked when considering adolescents’ interaction

with the internet is their cognitive development. Though they have already gained many

cognitive skills, such as extracting, storing, and utilizing information, many cognitive
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developments are still taking place during this period of life--when they are on the edge of
adulthood. Cognitive developments include abstract thinking, logical deduction, memory, and
problem-solving (Joshi & Rose, 2018). Many teens begin using the internet and must adapt to its
numerous unforeseen obstacles, especially on social media. They learn to use the internet in a
more sophisticated way, for example, having two social media accounts, one for personal use
and one that is crafted for the public eye (Kamenetz, 2023) so as not to invite unpleasant social
interactions or leave a trail that could testify against them when applying for jobs and
universities. Other ways that the internet fosters cognitive development in youths include
academic research, interacting with communities online, and exploring the perspectives of others
(Joshi & Rose, 2018).

Social media’s influence on a youth’s cognitive development has become undeniable.
Adolescence is the stage where most youths become regular social media users, which is not a
coincidence. During adolescence, peer relations become critically important, and young people
place much value in relationships with their peers. Whereas relationships in their childhood may
have been more simplistic and superficial, adolescents are investing in more complex and
intimate relationships at this period in their lives. They are also susceptible to being socially
evaluated by their peers (Joshi & Rose, 2018). Social media provides youths the resources to
build and manage these peer relationships in a way that has only recently become available to
humankind.

There are many ways social media becomes an irresistible tool for adolescents trying to
manage and sustain their peer relationships. Through these platforms, young people can make
the social connections they prize so much, using technology to stay in touch with their friends,

share their experiences, and participate in trends (Nesi et al., 2021). Beyond simply being a tool
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for communication, social media extends youths’ abilities and spheres of influence. Whereas it
may have been hard to seek attention through sole face-to-face interactions, youths can capture
the attention of their friends and then gather both quantified feedback through likes, comments,
and follows, as well as receive thoughts and opinions through comments and direct messaging
(Nesi et al., 2021). Many social media platforms have created a space that enables and
encourages status-seeking behaviors (Nesi et al., 2021), thus reaping the benefits of long-term
use and engaging content as adolescents create posts that elicit peer interaction.

The effects of this unprecedented stimulation level and new ways of interacting with
adolescents’ cognitive development are just emerging. A recent study involving the brain scans
of some adolescents who use Facebook, Instagram, and Snapchat gave some cause for concern
about how their brains are becoming conditioned during such a critical period for cognitive
development. Teens commonly feel rewarded when interacting with their peers. However,
research by Maza et al. (2023) shows that the habitual checking of social media apps may make
their neural responses even more potent as they anticipate the joy of finding a new update or
interaction with peers. Those teens who were frequent checkers of social media had “distinct
neural trajectories” showing in their brains over time, which reflected their high anticipation of a
social reward. While getting satisfaction from interpersonal communication may seem like a
good thing, the issue arises when temptations to use social media outweigh self-control. Maza et
al. (2023) showed concern that teens may have a growing appetite for more social stimuli while
requiring increased effort to maintain cognitive control. That means teens would have to fight
harder to suppress the temptation to check social media or to end a session in the app within a

reasonable amount of time.
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There is, however, another possible interpretation of those results. Rather than predicting
compulsive social media use in the future, the researchers from that same study also believe that
the brain may be adapting. Though the hypersensitivity to social feedback from their peers
emerges with increased social media use, it may not indicate that social media will lead teenagers
to their downfall. As shown by Kamnetz’s (2023), teenagers who learned how to adapt their use
of the internet can become more sophisticated users and avoid foreseeable pitfalls; Maza
suspected that teens could also be laying the groundwork for adaptive behavior that would allow
them to better navigate their relationships with the internet in the future (University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2023). As more research on adolescents and the impact of internet use
emerges, researchers may find even more outcomes on cognitive development.

Technology Development

Technology trends such as Artificial Intelligence (AI), Machine Learning (ML), the
Internet of Things (IoT), Augmented Reality (AR), and Virtual Reality (VR) have a significant
impact on how young people use the internet. These tools create engaging and interactive
experiences, making learning and gaming more enjoyable.

The Internet of Things (IoT) is a network of interconnected devices, such as mobile
phones, cars, appliances, and various household items that use software, sensors, and
connectivity to enhance our daily lives (Ibrahim & Muhammad, 2023). Each device can be
helpful on its own, but they can also work together to create more innovative solutions. IoT is
significantly transforming various aspects of life, characterized by its widespread presence and
ability to foster intelligent and autonomous solutions (Almufarreh & Arshad, 2023; Khan et al.,
2021). These IoT advancements represent a significant strategic technology trend (Citroni et al.,

2019).
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In education, IoT can enhance teaching and learning by providing improved interactivity,
real-time data analytics, and personalized experiences (Ibrahim & Muhammad, 2023). By 2025,
it is projected that 75 billion devices will be using IoT technology, which is expected to boost
students’ interest in e-learning courses by giving them real-time access to valuable resources
such as videos and tutorials (Global Market Insights Inc., 2023). Additionally, the International
Data Corporation (IDC) forecasts that by 2025, there will be around 41.6 billion IoT devices
operating globally, generating an impressive 79.4 zettabytes (ZB) of data (Dell Technologies,
2023).

Ghashim and Muhammad (2023) stated that a recent study by Smoothwall found that
96% of teachers believe that incorporating emerging technology into the classroom enhances
student engagement and learning. Furthermore, 56% of respondents agree that using technology
significantly increases student involvement (Baruffati, 2022). Overall, teachers believe that
integrating [oT in education not only changes how students learn but also shapes the future of
teaching, making it an essential focus for educators and policymakers.

The potential prospects of artificial intelligence (Al) as a tool in education have become
impossible to ignore. Krsti¢ et al. (2022) identified several fields of promise for the application
of Al Teachers, for instance, will benefit by being able to attend to their students more, as Al
relieves them of some of their administrative duties and even contributes by tutoring the
students. Al provides personalized education, taking a subject and building a learning schedule
for each student. This promises to be especially helpful to students with learning disabilities, who
benefit significantly from personalized attention. Al can also extend the reach of a classroom,

making a global class accessible to all while providing translation between languages.
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While Al is relatively new in education, some researchers have already identified results.
Gonzalez et al. (2021) observed that students performed better when the teaching incorporated
Al tools, but also stressed that the overall approach should be based around humans. Bhutoria
(2022) confirmed that Al, through its personalizing capabilities, does improve student learning.
Students were more engaged by Al learning experiences. Students showed lower failure and
dropout rates, and those with Al companions performed better than those with human
companions. Additionally, Salas-Pilco et al. (2022) uncovered real potential for minorities and
those with disabilities. In the studies reviewed, inclusivity for the disabled was improved, STEM
students received a positive impact from educational games provided by the Al, and the Al even
managed to foster positive social interactions.

Augmented reality (AR) is also thriving as a significant trend, with an estimated 2.4
billion AR mobile users worldwide by 2023, compared to 200 million users in 2015 (Sinha,
2021). The author highlighted AR's transformative role in education, emphasizing its potential to
enhance learning experiences. AR technology creates immersive and interactive educational
content, making lessons more engaging and helping students understand complex concepts more
quickly. It also promotes student collaboration and can be customized to meet individual learning
needs. As AR technology continues to develop, it is expected to play a crucial role in shaping the
future of education by making learning more dynamic and accessible.

In recent years, virtual reality (VR) has emerged as a transformative technology in
education, providing immersive and interactive learning experiences (Pottle, 2019). According to
Katatikarn (2024), the age distribution of VR users in the United States revealed a distinct
generational trend. Gen Z individuals born between 1997 and 2012 (ages 12 to 27) currently

represent the largest group of VR users at 45%. Millennials, born from 1981 to 1996 (ages 28 to
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43), also comprise a significant portion, accounting for 38% of users. Gen X users, born between
1965 and 1980 (ages 44 to 59), comprise 18% of the VR user base, while Baby Boomers, born
from 1946 to 1964 (ages 60 to 69), represent only 6%. This data shows a trend of higher VR
adoption among younger age groups. Additionally, there is a gender difference in VR usage,
with 9% more men having tried virtual reality than women. A survey of nearly 98,400 adults in
the United States found that 29% of VR users are male, while 20% are female. This highlights
both the demographic and gender trends in the growing VR landscape.
Parental Influence on Youth Use of Internet

Many studies have examined parents' influence on their children's internet-using habits.
Parents with poor habits tend to raise children with poor habits. PEW Research (Brooke et. al,
2020) found that not all parents actively engage in their children’s online life. Among 13 to 14-
year-olds, 64% of parents look through their smartphones, but as children age 15 to 17 years old,
only 41% of parents are still looking through their phones. Most parents believe the priority is
managing their children's smartphone time. Seventy-six percent of parents said this was their top
priority when influencing their children’s habits with a smartphone. Interestingly, 19% said they
did not consider managing time spent online a priority. Looking closer at managing time spent
on a smartphone, only 47% of parents limit their teens' time on their cell phones. Looking at
these numbers, we can see that parents are concerned about their children’s online activity.
However, many either have not taken the time to supervise their child's time online or may not
have made a consistent effort.

It is interesting to note that parental interference can lead to increased time spent online.
O'Reilly and Mohan (2023) monitored parental influence on their children’s internet use. They

found that it was not the regulation of habits that strongly influenced time online but rather
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parenting style. The researchers said that techniques such as parents’ direct supervision of
internet use by a parent and implementing a filter on the internet-enabled device did not seem
practical. In contrast, parents who engaged with their children actively saw the best results. The
researchers cited quality time activities such as playing cards or doing sports together as the most
effective activities, followed by household activities or family outings. The researchers speculate
that quality time spent with a child displaces internet use and playing with children fosters better
development. This is important because they also found that parenting style is quite influential.

O'Reilly and Mohan’s (2023) research also indicated that parent-child conflict tends to
increase the chances of spending excessive time online. The researchers believe that such
conflicts distress children, damage their psychosocial well-being, and result in maladaptive
cognitions, ultimately increasing the chances of developing excessive internet use habits.
Furthermore, these same researchers also believe that such conflicts have a more direct
influence; children who feel they have a poor bond with their family and perceive low support
turn to the internet as a more favorable place to spend their time. In contrast, parents who grant
their children more autonomy have seen a decreased likelihood of excessive time spent on the
internet. Thus, the authors recommend positive parenting patterns and interactions to engender
the best outcome for the youths’ time spent on the internet.

Chemnad et al. (2023) also support the above findings. They also considered factors such
as parents’ gender, employment, frequency of check-ins on internet use, and what activities the
children were doing on the internet, but none were significant. The parents themselves had the
most significant influence on their children’s internet use. The authors suggest that parents

consider themselves role models and set a behavioral standard for their adolescents.
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Educational Background

Research from 1998 reveals a clear correlation between education level and internet
usage among adults aged 18 and older. Specifically, at least 66% of individuals with graduate or
first-professional degrees utilized the internet, followed by 59% of bachelor’s degree holders,
43% of those with associate degrees, and 42% of individuals with some college experience but
no degree. In contrast, only 21% of high school diploma holders accessed the internet, and just
7% of those with less than a high school education did so (Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S.
Department of Labor, 2001).

In a more recent study, Petrosyan (2024) reported that 98% of college students were
internet users, while 90% of individuals with a high school diploma or less reported using the
internet. Despite the differences in findings between 1998 and 2024, a consistent pattern
emerges: individuals with higher levels of education tend to use the internet more. This increased
usage among more educated individuals can be attributed to greater exposure to computers and
online resources during their education, which equips them with essential skills for navigating
the internet.

In the article "Higher Education, Digital Divides, and a Balkanized Internet," Alexander
(2017) discussed how educational background significantly influences internet access and digital
literacy. He noted that individuals from less advantaged educational backgrounds often have
lower levels of digital literacy, hindering their ability to utilize online resources effectively.
Additionally, access to technology varies widely based on socioeconomic status, creating
barriers for students and faculty at lower-income institutions. These disparities can negatively
impact educational outcomes, as students with limited access may struggle to engage with online

learning tools compared to their more privileged peers.
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Research by Gilliard and Culik (2016) highlights that wealthier and more prestigious
campuses provide a vastly different educational technology environment than lesser-resourced
institutions that primarily serve lower-income students. They explain that research-focused
institutions emphasize IT as a complex ecosystem involving multiple stakeholders. In contrast,
job training and certification-oriented institutions view I'T mainly as a means to transmit
information. This divergence in approaches to digital technologies acts as a form of redlining,
discouraging and limiting working-class students from engaging in the open-ended inquiry
encouraged at more elite institutions (Gilliard, 2017). Consequently, the intersection of
economics and technology results in markedly different—and unequal—pedagogies and student
experiences. Alexander (2017) further argues that as different groups face varying levels of
internet access, a fragmented online experience develops, limiting opportunities for collaboration
and shared knowledge.

These disparities underscore the need to examine how students use the internet across
diverse educational contexts. While institutional differences set the stage for unequal access and
expectations, understanding students' behaviors and patterns of use is critical for addressing
broader concerns around equity, learning outcomes, and digital inclusion. With that in mind, the
following section presents findings on the frequency of internet use and the purpose of its use
among participants, offering insight into their engagement with online tools and platforms.

Results
Frequency of Internet Use
Table 2.1 summarizes the results of the analysis on internet usage frequency. Participants

achieved an average composite score of 3.31 on a 5-point scale for the frequency of internet use,
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which translates to 66.2% of the maximum attainable score. This outcome suggests a moderate
level of internet usage among the students enrolled in the parochial school system.

Participants were asked to answer the following questions: (1) How many hours do you
use a (smart) phone and the internet each day on average? (2) How many hours do you play
video or online games each day on average? (3) How many hours do you use the internet each
day for purposes OTHER than study or schoolwork? Responses were rated on a 5-point Likert
scale: less than one hour, one hour, two hours, three hours, and four or more hours.

The results indicate that, on average, participants reported the highest mean score for
smartphone and internet use daily, with M =4.01, accounting for 80.2% of the maximum score.
The next highest mean score was for internet use for purposes other than schoolwork, with a
mean score of 3.52, accounting for 70.4%. In contrast, the mean score for time spent playing
video or online games each day was the lowest at 2.41, which accounts for only 48.2% and is
below the average.

The participants were then categorized into four groups based on their religious
affiliation: No Religion, Seventh-day Adventist (SDA), Non-SDA Protestant, and Catholic. As
given in Table 2.1, the mean internet use composite for each group was as follows: 3.59, 3.29,
3.26, 3.40. Notably, no religion reported the highest composite score (71.8% of the maximum
score), followed by Catholics (68.0% of the maximum score). On the contrary, SDA and non-
SDA Protestants reported the lowest score of internet usage composite and exhibited similar
scores (65.8% and 65.2% maximum score). The difference among religious affiliations was
statistically significant at p <.01.

Table 2.1 also presents the associations between internet use and other demographic

attributes. Male participants had an average optimism score of 3.36, while female participants
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scored lower at 3.22, representing a 4.17% difference. On the other hand, the non-binary group
reported a mean score of 3.58, which was higher than the binary group. Statistically, non-binary
participants reported a significantly higher level of internet use composite than their male and
female counterparts.

Regarding the age group, the analysis revealed that the senior group reported higher mean
scores than the junior group, M = 3.42 and M = 3.24, respectively (accounting for 68.4 % and
64.8% of the maximum score). Exploring ethnicity, Black participants showed the highest mean
internet use composite score, reaching 3.54. They were followed by Asian and American Indian
respondents, who exhibited similar scores of 3.44 and 3.43, respectively. Hispanic and multi-
ethnic participants reported mean scores of 3.32 and 3.29, while White respondents had the
lowest mean score of 3.09, indicating a 12.71% difference compared to Black participants. This
result is statistically significant and highlights disparities in internet use composite across both
age and ethnic groups.

Regarding regional differences, the data reveal that youth in Canada had the highest mean
score of 3.39 in internet use composite, accounting for 67.8% of the maximum score. This was
followed by youth in the West and South, who exhibited similar mean scores of 3.32 and 3.31
(66.4% and 66.2% of the maximum scores, respectively). In contrast, youth in the Northeast and
Midwest showed lower mean scores of 3.28 and 3.22 (65.6% and 64.4% of the maximum
scores). Overall, the youth internet composite scores show little variation among U.S. regions,
except for Canada, which had an average score 3.24% higher.

Purpose of Internet Use (PIU)
In this research, the purpose of internet use among participants was categorized into

three: the first type of purpose is for school work, the second use is for entertainment which



49

consists of music, internet TV/ movie/ YouTube, gaming, shopping, web browsing, news, and
the third use is for social networking, which consists of blogs, direct message, file sharing, live
streaming, social networking (e.g. Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat), and others. The
participants were asked to answer how many hours do you use a (smart) phone and the internet
for those purposes each week on average: (1) I do not do this at all, (2) Less than 1 hour, (3) 1- 2
hours, (4) 3 - 4 hours, (5) 5 - 6 hours, (6) 7+ hours.

Table 2.3 presents a descriptive analysis of internet use across four categories:
schoolwork, entertainment, social networking, and a composite measure of Purpose of Internet
Use (PIU). Participants reported a mean score of 3.52 for schoolwork, representing 58.7% of the
maximum score. In the entertainment category, the mean score was 2.80, accounting for 46.7%
of the maximum. Participants reported the lowest mean score of 2.20 for social networking,
corresponding to 36.7% of the maximum score. The PIU composite score had a mean of 2.58,
representing 43.0% of the maximum score. This suggests a moderate level of engagement across
all purposes.

Overall, these findings highlight that while study and schoolwork are the primary reasons
among participants for using the internet, the engagement level is moderate. Entertainment usage
is relevant but similarly shows lower engagement. Social networking is notably the least usage
category, indicating that participants prioritize academic activities over social interactions online.
Schoolwork

Table 2.4 presents a descriptive analysis of schoolwork purpose based on demographic
attributes. Notably, the SDA group reported the highest mean score of 3.59, equivalent to 71.8%
of the maximum possible score. This is closely followed by the Catholic group, which had a

mean score of 3.53, representing 70.6% of the maximum. The Non-SDA Protestant and No
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Religion groups reported lower mean scores of 3.33 and 3.14, respectively. These results suggest
that religious students spend more time on internet-related schoolwork than their non-religious
peers.

Regarding gender, females reported a mean score of 3.64, representing 68.2% of the
maximum score. The non-binary group had an average score of 3.47, while males scored 3.41,
the lowest among the three groups. These results suggest that females spend more time using the
internet for schoolwork than their male and non-binary counterparts.

The analysis of the purpose of internet use for schoolwork reveals significant differences
between junior high and senior high students in terms of age. Junior high students (6th to 8th
graders) reported a mean score of 3.27, corresponding to 54.5% of the maximum score. In
contrast, senior high (9th to 12th graders) had a notably higher mean score of 3.90, representing
65.0%. These findings indicate that senior high students engage more frequently with the internet
for schoolwork than their junior high counterparts.

Regarding ethnicity, Asian and Black youths reported the highest levels of internet use
for schoolwork, with average respective scores of 3.73 and 3.61. In contrast, American Indian
and White youths reported lower levels, with mean scores of 2.77 and 3.39, respectively.
Hispanic and multi-ethnic individuals fell in between, with scores of 3.48 and 3.58, respectively.
The analysis indicates that Asian and Black youths spend more time on the internet for
schoolwork compared to other ethnic groups, while American Indian students use the internet for
this purpose the least.

For regional data, the Northeast reported a mean score of 3.58, representing 59.7% of the
maximum score, while the West had a slightly higher mean score of 3.61, equivalent to 60.2%.

In comparison, the South reported a mean score of 3.48, translating to 58.0%, lower than the
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Northeast and West. The Midwest had the lowest mean score at 3.28, or 54.7%, indicating that
students in this region utilize the internet for schoolwork the least. Canada, with a mean score of
3.51 (58.5%), falls between the South and the Northeast. Overall, these results suggest that
students in the West and Northeast tend to spend more time using the internet for schoolwork
than their counterparts in the South and Midwest.

Entertainment

Table 2.5 analyzes the purpose of internet use for entertainment among various
demographic variables. The No-Religion group reported the highest mean score of 3.04,
corresponding to 50.7% of the maximum score. The Catholic group followed closely, with a
mean score of 2.98, or 49.7%. The Non-SDA Protestant group scored 2.84, translating to 47.3%,
while the SDA group had the lowest mean score at 2.78, representing 46.3%. Notably, both
religious groups reported internet use for entertainment below the average of 50%. These
findings suggest that students without religious affiliation engage more frequently with the
internet for entertainment purposes compared to their religious peers, with SDA students
demonstrating the least engagement.

Regarding gender, male students reported a mean score of 2.86, corresponding to 47.7%
of the maximum score. Female students had a slightly lower mean score of 2.70, representing
45.0%. In contrast, the non-binary group had the highest mean score at 3.08, representing 51.3%
of the maximum score. These findings suggest that male students engage more with the internet
for entertainment than females, while the non-binary group shows the highest level of
engagement, surpassing the average of 50%.

Regarding age, junior students (6th to 8th graders) reported a mean score of 2.69,

corresponding to 44.8% of the maximum score. In comparison, senior high students (9th to 12th
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graders) had a higher mean score of 2.98, representing 49.7%. These results indicate that senior
students engage more with the internet for entertainment purposes than their junior counterparts,
though both groups fall below the average of 50%.

Regarding ethnicity, Black students reported the highest mean score of 2.94,
corresponding to 49.0% of the maximum score, followed closely by Asian and American
students, who had a similar mean score of 2.92, equating to 48.7%. The multi-ethnic group had a
mean score of 2.79, representing 46.5%, placing them in the medium engagement category.
Hispanic students scored 2.73, translating to 45.5%, and White students reported the lowest
mean score of 2.70, or 45.0%. These findings reveal an apparent disparity in internet use for
entertainment among different ethnicities, with Asian and Black students showing the highest
levels of engagement. In contrast, American Indian students demonstrate the least.

Students' internet use for entertainment shows some similarities across various
geographic regions. Notably, youth in the Midwest reported the lowest mean score of 2.69,
indicating less engagement with the internet for entertainment compared to their peers in other
regions. The other regions, including Canada, showed relatively similar mean scores, suggesting
that there is not much difference in how youth across these areas use the internet for
entertainment.

Social Network

Table 2.6 analyzes the purpose of internet use for social networks based on various
demographic attributes. Regarding religion, the analysis of internet use for social networking
shows that overall engagement falls below average. The Catholic group reported the highest
mean score of 2.40, corresponding to 40.0% of the maximum score. The No-Religion group

followed with a mean score of 2.33, representing 38.8%, and then Non-SDA Protestant students
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scored 2.25, translating to 37.5%. In contrast, the SDA group had the lowest mean score of 2.18,
or 36.3%. The results indicate that Catholic students engage more with social networking than
their peers.

Regarding gender, male students reported a mean score of 2.14, corresponding to 35.7%
of the maximum score, indicating the lowest level of engagement. Female students had a slightly
higher mean score of 2.22, representing 37.0%. In contrast, individuals who declined to answer
about gender recorded the highest mean score of 2.46, equating to 41.0%. These findings suggest
that while there is some variation in engagement levels, all groups exhibit below-average use of
social networks, with males showing the least engagement among the demographic categories
analyzed.

For age, junior students reported a mean score of 2.08, corresponding to 34.7% of the
maximum score. In contrast, senior students had a higher mean score of 2.40, representing
40.0%. This indicates senior students engage approximately 15.4% more with social networks
than their junior counterparts.

Regarding ethnicity, both Black and Asian students reported relatively high mean scores,
with Black students at 2.35 (39.2%) and Asian students at 2.30 (38.3%). In contrast, American
Indian students had a mean score of 2.23 (37.2%), while Hispanic students scored 2.22 (37.0%),
and multi-ethnic individuals reported a mean score of 2.18 (36.3%), reflecting medium levels of
engagement. White students exhibited the lowest level of engagement, with a mean score of 2.03
(33.8%). These results suggest that while Black and Asian students demonstrate higher
engagement with social networks, White students show the least involvement.

Regionally, the South, Northeast, and Canada reported mean scores around 2.24 and 2.23,

corresponding to 37.3% and 37.2% of the maximum scores, respectively. In contrast, the West
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reported a mean score of 2.16, or 36.0%, while the Midwest exhibited the lowest engagement,

with a mean score of 2.12, translating to 35.3%. These findings suggest minor variations in

social network usage among regions, with the Midwest showing the least involvement.
Discussion

Overall, students demonstrated moderate internet usage. They spent substantial time on
smartphones and the internet for various activities but notably less time dedicated to playing
video games.

Concerning time spent using the smartphone, this study’s data aligns somewhat with a
separate Common Sense report from 2023 (Radesky et al., 2023). That research showed that
72% of American teens spent four hours or more on their smartphones daily. This study showed
that teens use the internet and smartphones daily for an average of 4.01 hours. The Common
Sense Report got feedback from its adolescent advisors, and they confirmed that approximately
five hours of smartphone use per day seemed to match their peers’ habits. The report offered
some suppositions as to why teens would use the device daily for that many hours, one of which
being that running background media is a common practice among youths. For example, while
doing laundry or homework, youths will pull up some low-level, stimulating content in order to
have some calming background noise while working alone. Thus, not all hours of smartphone
use are spent actively engaged on the internet, directly taking teens’ attention away from other
activities. However, the Common Sense Report also mentioned that these adolescents received a
median of 237 notifications per day, and the users would either see or engage with their
smartphones for a quarter of those. That means turning attention to the phone around 59 times

per day, which can add up quickly in terms of internet use frequency and duration.
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To compare, this study measured that adolescents spent about three and a half hours on
average using the internet for purposes other than schoolwork. On the other hand, the Common
Sense Census from 2021 (Rideout et al., 2022) calculated that the average youth spent seven
hours and 24 minutes per day for the same purpose. Furthermore, this study’s results showed that
the average youth spent under two and a half hours each day playing video games, whereas the
Common Sense Census showed a daily average of one hour and 46 minutes. This significant
difference does not necessarily mean either party’s data is incorrect. One reason for the
difference could be the timing. Common Sense’s sample was a “truly random” group of
American teenagers, ages 13-18, surveyed between 2019 and 2021, meaning that life was
different during the survey because the COVID-19 pandemic would have been restricting teens
to their homes. They would likely spend more hours online due to restricted movement and
sheltering in place. On the other hand, the data of this study were gathered in 2022, after most
teens had returned to school and resumed regular activities outside of the house. Nevertheless,
more research will be needed to support or contradict this study’s data with certainty.

Moving to the purpose of internet use, overall, the analysis results show that the
participants using the internet spend the most time doing schoolwork. The next highest activity is
entertainment, followed by social networking.

Schoolwork

Based on the expectations from a thorough literature review, the results of the data
analysis for schoolwork are surprising and valuable. Though there is not much information from
scholarly sources that breaks down how youths spend their time online, the information obtained
from Common Sense Media gave an expectation very different from the results of this study.

Their report showed a median percentage of daily use of less than 1% spent on educational
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content (Radesky et al., 2023). Even when students were using their smartphones at school, the
median time was less than two minutes spent on educational content. Thus, the data of this study
gives new and valuable insight that students spend a sizable amount of time during their school
years using the internet for their education. Looking at the categories divided by religious
denomination, the Seventh-day Adventist (SDA) participants demonstrated the highest level of
internet use for schoolwork, followed closely by Catholics. Non-SDA Protestants reported
moderate use, while the non-religious group scored lowest. While dedicated research on the topic
would be needed to explain precisely why there are significant differences between the groups
regarding time spent using the Internet for school, this study can only speculate based on a
research project from Northern Ireland. Researchers there found that students in the Catholic
communities outperformed the children in mainly Protestant communities, and they cited that the
differences in educational attainment were associated with the relative value placed on education
and perceived level of attachment to schools, community cohesion, and absentee rates (Leitch et
al., 2017). Outside of that trend of Catholic students having higher attainment in school and
presumably achieving such, at least in part, from using the internet more frequently to assist their
studies, this study has no other possible explanations for the results of the data analysis on
different denominations.

Regarding gender, the data analysis showed that females are more inclined to use the
internet for schoolwork than the other groups measured. Females spent 6.32% more time than
males and 4.67% more than the non-binary group. Some scholars found trends in the reasons that
the different genders go to the internet, with girls most often going online for socializing and
academic assistance and boys spending more time on entertainment and trying to get a sense of

achievement (Su et al., 2020; Weiser, 2000). Seeing how the girls sought academic assistance
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could explain why there is a significant gap between the boys and girls in time spent online for
education. As for the non-binary group, there is little direct data on their use of the internet for
education; however, there are several sources that say that they tend to use the internet in a very
different way from cisgender youths. Since the internet is more fraught with dangers for non-
binary adolescents, the most obvious example being cyberbullying, non-binary youths spend a
significant amount of time curating their internet experience and seeking out friendships with
similar and supportive people (Coyne et al., 2023). Considering their priorities, it would be
understandable that less time is available for schoolwork online.

Turning attention to differences among school grades, older students (senior high)
demonstrated significantly higher engagement with the internet for schoolwork than younger
students (junior high). This aligns with data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (U.S.
Department of Labor, 2001) and Petrosyan (2024), which showed that people in progressively
higher levels of education consistently use the internet more. Petrosyan (2024) believed that
more exposure to computers and resources found online occurs as time progresses in school,
leading to more normalized and comfortable internet use.

Regarding ethnicity, the analysis shows that Asian participants have the highest level of
internet engagement for schoolwork. Black and multi-ethnic groups also showed strong
engagement, while White and Hispanic participants fell in the middle range. American Indian
participants reported significantly lower use than all the others. This suggests that ethnic
background plays a significant role in students' academic use of the internet.

With Asian students, the results from the data align somewhat with findings from other
researchers regarding time spent on homework in general. Dunatchik and Park’s (2022) study

revealed that Asian students spent far more time on homework than all the other ethnicities
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measured: Asians spent 134 minutes per day, White students spent 56 minutes, Hispanic students
50 minutes, and Black students 37 minutes. In their study, when Dunatchik and Park compared
students with similar family backgrounds, academic characteristics, and school settings, they
found that White, Black, and Hispanic students did not differ much in homework time. However,
Asians still spent more time on homework per day than all of them. Larson (2001) had noted that
American teenagers spend less time on homework than their peers worldwide, but spend notably
less time than teens in East Asia, which implies that homework is tied to a cultural value.
Dunatchik and Park (2022) speculated that these Asian homework behaviors stem from a culture
that particularly values education because it leads to social mobility and is the key element to
maneuvering past the detriments of racism and discrimination.

Focusing on the other ethnicities in this study, there are no specific explanations for their
online schoolwork habits. Though the numbers from this study do not perfectly mirror the results
from Dunatchik and Park’s (2022) suggestion that family structure, parental education, and
family economic resources influence time spent online, they still have merit. Besides those
factors, the reasons for the differences in homework time between different ethnicities remain
unconfirmed.

Entertainment

The data indicate that individuals with no religious affiliation tend to engage more in
entertainment activities than those from religious backgrounds. Catholics have slightly higher
engagement than Non-SDA Protestants, while SDA participants report the lowest levels of
engagement among the groups. This suggests that religious affiliation may influence how much
individuals engage with entertainment, with non-religious individuals showing the most

significant involvement.
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There is limited research on various religions and Christian denominations and how they
engage with the media. However, it seems that the data from this study somewhat aligns with
existing research. Bosinceanu (2019) found no clear relationship between age, religion, and
media use, but one group in the research tended to consume the least amount of media. These
were people between the ages of 15 and 24 who participated in religion and believed that the
Bible was the word of God. Compared to other groups, they spent less time streaming
entertainment, using smartphones, and engaging in social media. Thus, the non-religious group,
the other side of the religious spectrum, logically spends more time with online media. This
assumption aligns with the current research.

Regarding why religious people might engage less with entertainment, Bosinceanu
(2019) refers to a concept from Hood et al. (2009). Citing the religious conversion or spiritual
transformation phenomenon popularized by these three researchers, Bosinceanu speculated that
young people’s spiritual development could indirectly affect engagement with media. To
elaborate, as young people reach an age where they can more readily grasp and engage with
religion, their priorities change according to their religious values. These young people,
embracing their religion, are developing behavioral norms aligned with their spiritual goals.
Thus, relatively low-priority activities such as watching media or using smartphones for
entertainment are replaced with time spent on more valuable goals.

In this study, males engaged slightly more in entertainment activities than females, while
the non-binary group reported the highest engagement levels. Specifically, males spent an
average of 2 hours and 56 minutes daily on entertainment, approximately 5.6% more time than
females, who averaged 2 hours and 10 minutes. This finding is somewhat consistent with other

research; for example, a report by Common Sense Media (Rideout et al., 2022) also indicated
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that boys spent more screen time on entertainment than their female counterparts. However, their
data showed that both groups spent significantly more hours on entertainment overall, with males
spending 15.4% more hours than females. For the non-binary group, they engaged with
entertainment online for a significantly higher amount of time, averaging 3 hours and 8 minutes.
This is not surprising given what previous research has uncovered about this group’s habits.
Coyne et al. (2023) found that non-binary youths spend considerable time online, particularly in
social media environments, where they can create safe spaces to escape the high likelihood of
cyberbullying. Remarkably, this group spent more time online than their cisgender peers without
the usual associated increase in mental health risks. Therefore, it makes sense that the non-binary
group would have the highest engagement levels for online entertainment, including social
media.

In addition, the results show that senior high school students demonstrate greater
engagement in entertainment activities than younger students in junior high. This finding is in
line with other research, such as the Common Sense Media report (Rideout, 2022), which
compared data from 8—12-year-olds with that of 13-18-year-olds. The older group consistently
showed significantly higher engagement in daily screen media enjoyment, regardless of the
demographic subcategory.

Furthermore, Asian and Black ethnic groups exhibit significantly higher levels of
engagement in entertainment activities compared to others, particularly the White participants,
who spent the least time enjoying entertainment. The findings regarding Asian participants align
with data from other sources. Pew Research (Perrin, 2016) reported that English-speaking Asians
significantly outpaced Black, Hispanic, and White respondents in internet usage and smartphone

ownership. Perrin speculates that Asian Americans’ higher levels of educational attainment and
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household income contribute to these trends, as both factors are associated with technology
adoption rates.

Regionally, the Northeast leads in engagement, while the Midwest falls last in the
ranking. Though the differences between the various regions of North America are statistically
significant, it seems that region has little notable influence on engagement with internet
entertainment rates.

Social Network

Catholic participants demonstrate slightly higher engagement with social networks than
other religious groups, while SDA participants show the lowest level of engagement. There is a
9.17% difference between the highest-scoring religious group, Catholic, and the lowest, SDA.
The data suggests that religious affiliation may influence how individuals interact with social
networks, with non-religious individuals and Catholics reporting relatively higher usage than
other groups.

There is little research on religious groups and their internet use to access social
networking sites, but Pew Research has a small amount of related data on this topic. Researching
what groups use technology to access religious media in the U.S., Smith et al. (2023) identified
Protestants as the group that used religious technology the most frequently, watched the most
religion-focused media content, and followed their religious leaders online the most. Catholics
showed about half of the Protestants' engagement in all three previous cases. Though the present
study did not detail what each religious and non-religious group was doing online, Pew
Research’s data provides a fascinating insight. It seems that religious groups are not going online
primarily for religious material but for various reasons. More research is needed to understand

the intricacies of each group and what influences their online behavior.


https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2023/06/02/use-of-apps-and-websites-in-religious-life/
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Female participants show slightly higher engagement with social networks (2.22)
compared to males (2.14), while the non-binary group reports the highest level of engagement
(2.46). This suggests that gender may play a role in how individuals utilize social networks, with
the non-binary group indicating a stronger tendency to engage with these platforms. These
results are in line with existing literature. Anderson et al. (2023) observed that overall social
media use is 9-13% higher in girls than in boys. This makes sense as females tend to use the
internet for socializing more than males, whereas males use it more for entertainment and to
fulfill their desired achievement (Su et al., 2020; Weiser, 2000). Regarding the non-binary group,
this is also aligned with previous research. As noted before, this group spends a more significant
amount of time online, crafting a safe social space. Naturally, this occurs on social media, and
the time spent in this safe space contributes to their mental well-being.

Senior high school students (2.40 hours) demonstrate greater engagement with social
networks than junior high school students (2.08 hours), with a 13.33% higher score. This seems
consistent with other research, though it cannot be confirmed with a perfect comparison.
Common Sense Media (Rideout, 2022) reported that 22% of American 8 to 12-year-olds use
social media. All 8- to 12-year-olds surveyed spend an average of 18 minutes per day on social
media. Compare this with the older group, aged 13-18 (high school ages). 67% of these teens
used social media, and the average daily time was much higher, at 1 hour 27 mins. These facts
align somewhat with the present study in that high-school-aged youths engage more with social
media and by a considerably large margin.

In 2016, Common Sense Media found that the average age at which young people sign up
for social media was 12.6 years old (Lauricella et al., 2016), so it is reasonable that the younger

group would log fewer hours in this category. A later report observed that social media use is on
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the rise in the “tweens” group (ages 8 to 12), increasing from 31% of teens in 2019 to 38% in
2021 (Rideout, 2022). This may explain why the amount of time spent on social media for junior
high school students is higher in the data from the present study, which is more recent.
Furthermore, the minimum age cutoff in the Common Sense research sample is about two years
younger than the minimum of the current study, so one can expect to see a higher mean score for
junior high school students in the latter.

Black participants demonstrate the highest engagement with social networks, while
White participants show the lowest level of engagement among the groups analyzed. This
suggests that ethnic background may influence how individuals utilize social networks, with
Black and Asian participants engaging more than their peers from other ethnic backgrounds.

Common Sense Media’s 2022 report offers additional insight. They surveyed three races,
and among the respondents who enjoy social media “a lot,” 33% of participants were Black, 28%
were Hispanic/Latino, and 21% were White (Rideout, 2022). From the entire sample, on average,
Black participants spent 2 hours 50 minutes per day on social media, the Hispanic/Latino group
spent 2 hours 19 minutes, and the White group spent 2 hours 5 mins. These details are consistent
with the present study, which also ranked the average time spent in the same order: Black,
Hispanic, and White. Though the numbers for time spent do not precisely match when Common
Sense’s data table is compared to the current research, they are remarkably similar.

The reason for significant differences in social media use between ethnicities is still a
mystery, but there have been some noteworthy speculations. In an opinion piece for the New
York Times, Pamela Paul (2023) presented guesses after speaking with some experts in
psychology and wellbeing in youth. She shared that there is a cultural stigma in White

households that attaches some shame to using smartphones, particularly for study and social
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uses. Conversely, it is more culturally acceptable in Black and Hispanic households to spend
more hours on the smartphone. Additionally, Paul speculated that Hispanic children tend to add
more screen time to their lives. This is because they often act as interpreters for English and
American processes and use their digital skills to help their less-skilled parents. Lastly, Black
and Hispanic teenagers are less likely to have broadband (higher speed internet) at home,
increasing their smartphone activity. This translates to being distracted more often by
notifications on the smartphone and spending more time on social media.

While the academic community has not decisively confirmed all these reasons, they seem
to align with Common Sense’s data. The numbers show that Black and Hispanic children use
screens more than their White peers, and those from lower-income homes use screens more than
those with higher incomes (Rideout, 2022). According to Paul (2023), additional screen time
displaces activities such as participating in sports, socializing face to face, partaking in after-
school clubs and activities, exploring the outdoors, and reading, which presumably the higher-
income and White children enjoy more frequently.

The South and Canada show the highest engagement with social networks, while the
Midwest exhibits the lowest level. Looking at data from the 2021 U.S. Census (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2024), some common guesses as to influencing factors on time spent using social media
were found to have no apparent link. This includes population size, the ratio of urban to rural
households, and a subscription to broadband internet. There is one other speculation this
researcher had regarding regional influences on social media use, and that was time spent
indoors due to the climate outside. Regions such as Canada and the Northeast, known to have
bitter winters, are two of the top three scorers. Though no good data are available on how much

time people from each region spend indoors throughout the year, it would be justified to think
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that more extreme climates would force residents indoors and subsequently onto the internet.
Researchers already know this tendency to go online is true because a spike in internet use was
well documented during the COVID-19 pandemic, when many people were forced to shelter in
place for extended amounts of time. In summary, there seems to be a regional influence on time
spent on social media, but more research must be done before anyone can confirm just what
those factors would be.

Chapter Summary

This chapter has uncovered valuable information about the frequency and purposes of
internet use among parochial school youth. In terms of frequency, teens spend more time using
smartphones and the internet for academic work than engaging with online videos or video
games, as well as other activities, compared to academic work. Non-religious students spent the
most time online, while non-SDA Protestants and SDA students spent the least. By gender, non-
binary students spent significantly more time online, while females spent the least. Regarding
ethnicity, Black students spent more time online than their peers, with White students logging the
fewest hours. In terms of regions, Canadian students had the highest online usage, while those in
the Midwest spent the least.

Turning to the data on internet use, the most surprising finding was that parochial school
students spent most of their time online doing schoolwork. Following schoolwork, by a
significant margin, were entertainment and social media. Looking at the various demographics, it
was found that Catholics were the religious group that spent the most time online, primarily
focusing on social networking and entertainment. At the same time, SDA students tended to
concentrate more on schoolwork. In terms of gender, non-binary students spent considerably

more time online than their male and female counterparts, with a focus on social networking and
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entertainment. When comparing junior high and senior high students, the older students
consistently spent more time online, with their top three activities being schoolwork,
entertainment, and social media. Among ethnic groups, Black and Asian students spent the most
time online and shared the same top three activities, while White students spent the least time
online. Finally, the differences in online usage across geographic regions were minor, and the
preferred activities varied from place to place. Overall, these findings highlight the diverse
patterns of internet use among parochial school youth and contribute to understanding how

various factors influence their online behaviors.



Table 2.1

Descriptive Analysis of Frequency of Internet Use
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Variable M SD  Mini-Max % of Max
Frequency of internet use composite 331 1.08 1-5 66.2%
How many hours do you use a (smart)phone

and the internet each day on average? 401 130 1-5 80.2%
How many hours do you play video

or online games each day on average? 241 150 1-5 48.2%
How many hours do you use the internet each

day for things OTHER than study or schoolwork? 3.52 143 1-5 70.4%

Note: N=9113



Table 2.2

Descriptive Analysis of Internet Use Composite by Demographic Attributes

Variable M SD % of Max Fddf)
Religion (3, 9039) 20.41**
No Religion 359 120 71.8%
SDA 329 1.05 65.8%
Non-SDA Protestant 326 1.18 652%
Catholic 340 1.16 68.0%
Gender (2,9118) 42.52**
Male 336 1.14 67.2%
Female 322 1.00 64.4%
Decline to Answer 358 1.10 71.6%
Age (1,9117) 52.95%*
Junior (6 — 8™ grader) 324 1.16  64.8%
Senior (9" 12 grader) 342 094 68.4%
Ethnicity (5,9114) 40.44**
American Indian 343 1.19 68.6%
Black 3.54 1.07 70.8%
Hispanic 332 1.02 66.4%
Asian 344 1.05 68.8%
White 3.09 1.10 61.8%
Multi-ethnic 329 1.11 65.8%
Region (5,9125) 5.55%*
Northeast 328 1.11 65.6%
Midwest 322 1.09 64.4%
South 331 1.08 66.2%
West 332 1.06 66.4%
Canada 339 1.11 67.8%

Note. p*< .05, p**< .01



Table 2.3

Descriptive Analysis of Purpose of Internet Use

69

Variable M SD Mini - Max % of Max
Study/Schoolwork 352 143 1-6 58.7%
Entertainment 280 091 1-6 46.70%
Social Network 220 085 1-6 36.7%
PIU Composite 258 0.80 1-6 43.0%

Note. N=9123
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Table 2.4

Descriptive Analysis of Schoolwork by Demographic Attributes

Variable M SD % of Max Fddf)
Religion (3, 9003) 30.80™
No Religion 3.14 150 52.3%
SDA 3.59 141 59.8%
Non-SDA Protestant 333 148 55.5%
Catholic 3.53 1.37 58.83%
Gender (2,9081) 28.35 **
Male 341 144 56.8%
Female 3.64 140 60.7%
Decline to Answer 347 150 57.8%
Age (1, 9080) 453.66**
Junior (6 — 8™ grader) 327 137 54.5%
Senior (9" 12 grader) 390 1.44 65.0%
Ethnicity (5,9077) 24.01**
American Indian 277 144 46.2%
Black 3.61 1.39 60.2%
Hispanic 348 139 58.0%
Asian 373 140 62.2%
White 339 148 56.5%
Multi-ethnic 358 144 59.7%
Region (5,9087) 9.45%*
Northeast 358 140 59.7%
Midwest 328 139 54.7%
South 348 143 58.0%
West 3.61 144 60.2%
Canada 351 148 58.5%

Note. p*< .05, p**< .01
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Table 2.5

Descriptive Analysis of Entertainment by Demographic Attributes

Variable M SD % of Max Fddf)
Religion (3,9037) 23.76**
No Religion 3.04 1.01 50.7%
SDA 278 0.87 46.3%
Non-SDA Protestant 284 1.04 473%
Catholic 298 1.02 49.7%
Gender (2,9117) 67.18**
Male 286 094 47.7%
Female 270 0.83 45.0%
Decline to Answer 308 1.04 51.3%
Age (1,9117) 235.09**

Junior (6™ — 8™ grader) 2.69 0.01 44.8%
Senior (9" 12 grader) 298 089 49.7%

Ethnicity (5,9114) 22.21**
American Indian 292 1.15 48.7%
Black 294 093 49.0%
Hispanic 273  0.88 45.5%
Asian 292 093 48.7%
White 270 0.86 45.0%
Multi-ethnic 279 0.89 46.5%
Region (5,9125) 5.71%*
Northeast 2.82 094 47.0%
Midwest 269 0.85 44.8%
South 2.80 0.92 46.7%
West 2.80 0.88 46.7%
Canada 284 092 47.3%

Note. p*< .05, p**< .01



Table 2.6

Descriptive Analysis of Social Network by Demographic Attributes
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Variable M SD % of Max Fddf)
Religion (3,9037) 11.62**
No Religion 233 097 38.8%
SDA 2.18 0.82 36.3%
Non-SDA Protestant 225 1.00 37.5%
Catholic 240 0.95 40.0%
Gender (2,9117) 45.30**
Male 2.14 0.89 35.7%
Female 222 0.77 37.0%
Decline to Answer 246 1.04 41.0%
Age (1,9117) 309.05**
Junior (6 — 8™ grader) 2.08 0.85 34.7%
Senior (9" 12 grader) 240 0.82  40.0%
Ethnicity (5,9113) 34.60**
American Indian 223 1.09 37.2%
Black 235 092 392%
Hispanic 222 080 37.0%
Asian 230 0.87 38.3%
White 2.03 0.80 33.8%
Multi-ethnic 2.18 0.85 36.3%
Region (5,9125) 8.88**
Northeast 223 087 37.2%
Midwest 2.12  0.80 35.3%
South 224 0.88 37.3%
West 2.16 0.82 36.0%
Canada 224 088 37.3%

Note. p*< .05, p**< .01
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CHAPTER 3
INTERNET ADDICTION

This chapter's primary aim is to examine how increased internet use relates to the rise of
internet addiction among secondary students in a parochial school system. By assessing students’
current levels of internet addiction alongside the frequency and purpose of their internet use, this
research seeks to determine the extent to which internet usage affects their risk of developing
addiction.

The chapter begins with a comprehensive review of existing literature on internet
addiction, defining the concept and comparing it with other behavioral addictions. It also
addresses various diagnostic criteria, offering a clear framework for identifying and
understanding this phenomenon.

Next, the chapter explores patterns of internet use among students, analyzing how
different purposes, such as academic work, entertainment, and social networking, may be linked
to signs of internet addiction. It further considers demographic variables, including religion,
gender, school grade, ethnicity, and region, to investigate how these factors might influence
internet use and addiction patterns.

The findings section presents data from the study, highlighting significant trends and
correlations between internet use and addiction. This is followed by a discussion comparing the
study’s outcomes with previous research and proposing possible explanations for the observed
patterns. Finally, the chapter concludes with a summary of the key insights derived from the

results.
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Previous Research
Internet Addiction
Definition

The concept of internet addiction may seem familiar to many, but it is important to clarify
how the scholarly community defines it. Zewde et al. (2022) offer a concise definition, stating
that “internet addiction is characterized by excessive and uncontrolled use of the internet
affecting everyday life” (p. 1). Wu et al. (2015) provide a slightly more detailed explanation,
describing a situation where individuals cannot control their internet use, resulting in significant
impairments in interpersonal relationships and home, work, and school environments.

A critical question that arises when defining internet addiction is what constitutes
“excessive or uncontrolled use.” Answers differ widely among researchers. However, Chemnad
et al. (2022) emphasized that the key factor in identifying internet addiction is the psychological
distress it causes. Instead of simply measuring how much time is spent online or establishing a
baseline for “normal” use, scholars underscore that internet addiction is present when emotional
and behavioral problems, such as lack of control and continued excessive use despite an
awareness of negative consequences, are evident (Chemnad et al., 2022).

Cash et al. (2012) synthesized multiple researchers’ perspectives to outline the defining
features of internet addiction. They note that it can be recognized through mood changes,
preoccupation with the internet, loss of control over time spent online, a growing need to spend
more time online or find a new game to improve mood, withdrawal symptoms, persistent use
despite family conflict, a steadily diminishing social life, and negative consequences at work or
school. This is a fitting definition, as it encompasses the individual’s loss of control and the

substantial disruption of offline life.
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Internet addiction is frequently used interchangeably with other terms, including
Pathological Internet Use, Compulsive Internet Use, Problematic Internet Use, Internet
Dependence, and Computer Addiction (Chemnad et al., 2022; Cash et al., 2012). Within this
broad category, numerous specialized addictions exist, most notably video gaming addiction and
social media addiction.

It is important to consider how internet addiction compares to more established clinical
addictions recognized by medical authorities. While it cannot be directly equated with substance
addictions, there are overlapping concepts, such as preoccupation, withdrawal, and tolerance
(Young, 2009). Moreover, in her seminal work, Young (1996) based her definition of internet
addiction on gambling addiction as described in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (DSM), which is a primary reference for American healthcare professionals. Although
internet addiction is not yet included in the latest version of the DSM or the widely used
International Classification of Diseases, the related concern of internet gaming disorder has been
recognized in the DSM as a condition warranting professional attention (Chemnad et al., 2022;
Karacic & Oreskovic, 2017).

Internet Addiction Prevalence

Internet addiction has become a global concern, with prevalence rates varying by country
and age group. Chakrabort et al. (2010) reported rates as high as 38% in the United States, while
Cash et al. (2022) referenced multiple studies showing figures ranging from 1.5% to 18.5%.
Prevalence rates also vary significantly across countries. A study of Iranian high school students
reported a 1.1% rate (Aleebrahim et al., 2022), while research in Nigeria during the COVID-19

pandemic showed an alarming 88% prevalence (Belmasrour et al., 2023). Such wide
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disparities—from 1.1% in Iran to 88% in Nigeria—suggest that cultural, social, economic, and
situational factors all influence internet addiction.

In Taiwan, the rate was reported at 10.6% (Wu et al., 2015), whereas Stodt et al. (2018)
found that 2.6% of Europeans, up to 12% of people in the Middle East, and as many as 38% of
Asians were affected. Globally, Stodt et al. (2018) estimated an overall rate of 6%. However,
Belmasrour et al. (2023) noted a global prevalence of 15% before the pandemic, which soared to
42% afterward—an increase likely driven by lockdowns, social distancing, and the surge in
online work, education, and social interaction. Given the considerable variability in these figures,
it is crucial to gather more data on the prevalence of internet addiction and to understand better
the factors that contribute to it.

Diagnostic Criteria

Because there is no single standardized method for diagnosing internet addiction, a
variety of tools have been developed. Among the most widely used are Young’s Internet
Addiction Test (IAT), Demetrovics et al.’s Problematic Internet Use Questionnaire (PIUQ), and
the Compulsive Internet Use Scale (CIUS) (Cash et al., 2012). These instruments commonly
look for behavioral indicators, such as constantly thinking about the next online session or
staying online longer than intended. They also assess negative impacts on personal life, including
strained relationships, job or educational setbacks, as well as issues like sleep disorders and
anxiety (Cash et al., 2012; Chemnad et al., 2023).

Young’s test is one of the most popular tools, given her prominent role in studying
internet addiction. In 1998, Young developed the IAT using the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual (DSM) criteria for pathological gambling. The IAT addresses issues such as loss of

control over internet use, neglect of work and relationships, and addictive symptoms such as
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cravings when offline. Comprising 20 questions related to problematic internet behavior, it has
been validated in various languages, including English, French, German, Italian, Arabic,
Chinese, Korean, Malay, and Japanese (Tran et al., 2017).

Despite its widespread use, many scholars have advocated modifying or updating the
IAT. Pawlikowski et al. (2013) identified issues such as outdated references to checking emails
on computers and redundancies between questions, which can inflate the test’s scores. To
improve efficiency, they developed a shorter version of the IAT, focusing more narrowly on loss
of control/time management and craving/social problems. While Tran et al. (2017) found this
modification reasonably reliable, they opted to adapt the test further.

Tran et al. (2017) emphasized incorporating quality-of-life measures into the test. They
employed Pawlikowski’s version of the IAT but also added Cohen et al.’s (1983) Perceived
Stress Scale (PSS) to capture participants’ recent stress levels, and the EuroQol instrument (Gusi
et al., 2010) to assess five dimensions of health-related quality of life: mobility, self-care, usual
activities, pain/discomfort, and anxiety/depression. They believed these additions enhanced the
test’s psychometric properties. The present study uses Pawlikowski’s modified IAT and selected
questions from Tran et al.’s multi-test approach for a more balanced assessment. Nonetheless,
although the IAT, Pawlikowski’s version, and Tran et al.’s approach have been validated and
used widely, scholars debate whether any existing diagnostic tool can fully capture the
complexities of internet addiction (Tran et al., 2017).

Source of Internet Addiction

Adolescents are the most susceptible to addictive internet use, according to Zewde et al.

(2022). Their vulnerability is often linked to the ongoing development of cognition, stress

responses, and motivation during this life stage. Additional predisposing factors include living in
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an urban setting, having internet access at home, anxiety, stress, and obesity. Moreover,
depression, loneliness, low family cohesion, family conflict, parental depression, low parental
supervision, and a history of psychopathology have been identified as risk factors (Chemnad et
al., 2022; Karacic & Oreskovic, 2017; Montag et al., 2019). One study in Taiwan identified the
following associated determinants among participants of various ages: “male, single, students,
high neuroticism, life impairment due to internet use, time for internet use, online gaming,
presence of psychiatric morbidity, recent suicide ideation and past suicide attempts” (Wu et al.,
2015, p. 6). While different studies may show varying results, unfavorable life circumstances and
emotions correlate with internet addiction.

Building on the role of loneliness, Kim and Haridakis (2009) propose a conceptual
framework explaining how problematic internet use develops. Social isolation is common,
prompting individuals to turn to online spaces. This escape from reality fosters addiction, as
users find solace in virtual environments, filling the void created by limited offline interactions.
As these habits form, individuals neglect everyday responsibilities, and social isolation amplifies
excessive internet use. The concept of intrusion arises when offline activities are perceived as
interruptions to online life, causing anger when such duties interfere. Kim and Haridakis’s idea
of attachment describes a phase of addiction in which people develop a strong emotional bond
with the internet, leading to feelings of loss or withdrawal when they cannot go online, revealing
an underlying emotional dependency. Although these dimensions underscore the pivotal role of
social isolation in internet addiction, they do not account for every factor identified in current
research.

Further illustrating the complexity of factors contributing to internet addiction, several

age-related characteristics make adolescents particularly susceptible. A widely held view among
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researchers is that many young people turn to the internet to alleviate a dysphoric mood (Beard,
2005; Karacic & Oreskovic, 2017; Kim & Haridakis, 2009; Young, 2009). Karacic and
Oreskovic (2017) noted that internet use can serve as a defense mechanism for youths who feel
conflicted with those around them or are experiencing an emotional crisis. They also point to
other factors drawing adolescents online, including the appeal of technology, the anonymity it
can provide, the feeling of belonging to an online community, and a sense of social acceptance.
Additionally, these researchers highlight tendencies common to adolescents, such as being prone
to addictive temptations, engaging in risky behavior, overestimating their invulnerability, and
having a strong need for excitement. Adolescence emerges as a life stage particularly vulnerable
to the internet’s influence.

Moreover, being male appears to place youths at higher risk of developing internet
addiction. Zewde et al. (2022) cite several studies from Africa showing a greater prevalence of
internet addiction among males. After synthesizing findings from 28 different studies, these
researchers estimated that school- and university-aged males in Africa are 94% more likely to
experience internet addiction than females. Zewde et al. (2022) and Wu et al. (2015) proposed
that males face heightened risk due to relatively greater involvement in gaming, viewing online
pornography, and cybersex activities, which are strongly associated with addictive internet use.
In addition, a review of research on medical students in India, Mexico, Iran, Egypt, Pakistan,
Saudi Arabia, and Tanzania also revealed an elevated risk for males; the authors attributed these
findings to “people’s habits and cultural values, internet availability, and the policies of
institutions” (Salpynov et al., 2024, p. 11). These observations explain why much of the

literature on internet addiction emphasizes the role of gender. However, there is still a substantial
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gap in understanding the experiences of females who use the internet excessively, and even less
is known about those who do not identify as either male or female.

Beyond individual traits and living conditions that contribute to internet addiction, it is
crucial to recognize that many online platforms are intentionally designed to keep users engaged
for as long as possible. Montag et al. (2019) identified various features of websites, social
networking apps, and video games that draw people in and make it difficult for them to
disengage within a reasonable timeframe. Examples include endless scrolling, wherein content is
continually renewed; the Endowment Effect, in which users invest significant time to reach
certain milestones and feel reluctant to leave; and mechanisms leveraging social pressure, which
prompt users to return promptly so as not to keep others waiting. There is also the social reward
of receiving likes, views, and comments. Collectively, these design elements underscore that, in
addition to personal predispositions, external forces are at work against vulnerable young people
at risk of internet addiction.

Internet Use and Internet Addiction

As one might expect, increased internet use is closely associated with internet addiction.
Specifically, sessions lasting more than four hours have a significant correlation with developing
an addiction (Zewde et al., 2022). Indeed, these researchers reported that individuals who spend
this amount of time online are twice as likely to become addicted. One treatment study involving
clinically diagnosed patients found that participants averaged over 36 hours per week online
(Dell’Osso et al., 2008). While the connection between time spent online and internet addiction
is undeniable, Kuss et al. (2018) argued that “time spent using these devices is not a sufficient

indicator” (p. 2).
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Internet addiction is far from straightforward. Unlike chemical addiction, mere exposure
to the internet is not inherently addictive (Hayixibayi et al., 2021). For instance, Jiang et al.
(2023) observed that some individuals who used the internet for educational purposes
experienced positive outcomes and displayed a low likelihood of developing an addiction. In
these cases, acquiring the right skills and knowledge fostered internet literacy, which served as a
protective factor. These findings underscore the importance of examining more than just duration
or frequency of use when researching internet addiction.

Many situational factors also heighten the risk of internet addiction. In addition to those
previously mentioned—urban setting, male gender, depression, and obesity—adolescents are
significantly affected by factors such as school environment (Zhai et al., 2020; Zhou et al.,
2016), student-teacher and peer relationships (Chang et al., 2014), and poor academic
performance (Mohamed & Bernouss, 2020; Xu et al., 2012).

Another notable risk factor is self-management of internet habits (Jiang et al., 2023).
Evidence shows that young people are not always adept at regulating their usage. For instance,
only around half of teenagers express concern over spending too much time on their phones; of
those, only about half attempt to reduce their screen time (Schaeffer, 2019). Auxier et al. (2020)
noted that adolescents often drift from studying to non-educational activities, such as social
media or video games, and recommend better study time management. Moreover, Orben and
Przybylski (2019) discovered that individuals who spend excessive time online tend to
underestimate how long they are online. Karaca et al. (2021) further observed that young people,
still developing self-control, may experience a “snowball effect,” escalating from light to heavy
internet use. Together, these findings highlight how difficult it can be for adolescents to self-

regulate their internet habits.
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Ultimately, the purpose of internet use is a crucial consideration. Kuss et al. (2018)
emphasized that those who develop internet addiction are not addicted to the medium itself but
rather to the activities enabled by the internet. For instance, individuals who devote excessive
time to social networking are primarily drawn to online social interactions, not simply to “being
on the internet.” This perspective helps clarify why Jiang et al.’s (2023) participants had positive
outcomes when using the internet for educational reasons. In contrast, those using it for
entertainment or social pursuits were more likely to develop an addiction. Thus, the motivation
behind internet use plays a pivotal role in determining whether usage may become addictive.
Internet Use Purpose and Addiction

Several researchers have confirmed that the purpose of internet use—what individuals do
while online—is a key factor in understanding internet addiction. Zewde et al. (2022) identified
entertainment, pornography, and online gaming as predisposing factors for internet addiction.
Similarly, Jiang et al. (2023) found that using the internet for entertainment purposes was linked
to a higher degree of addiction, whereas using it for education showed a lower correlation.

However, some scholars suggest that the purpose of use may need to intersect with other
variables before it becomes a significant predictor of internet addiction. Karacic and Oreskovic
(2017), in their study of adolescents in Croatia, Poland, and Finland, observed that internet use
alone was not a statistically significant predictor of addiction. However, they identified an
important interaction when considering age and the purpose of use together. Among 15- to 16-
year-olds who went online primarily for entertainment, scores on the Internet Addiction Test
were the highest; conversely, 12- to 13-year-olds who used the internet mainly for schoolwork

had the lowest scores.
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A noteworthy finding by Karacic and Oreskovic (2017) emerged from examining the
intersection of gender and the purpose of use. Female adolescents in their sample were
significantly more likely than their male counterparts to use the internet for school or work-
related reasons (20% vs. 12%, respectively). Lenhart (2012) noted that females became the most
frequent internet users around the time social media gained widespread popularity, primarily for
peer communication and video sharing. Meanwhile, Rideout et al. (2010) observed that males
often used the internet for entertainment, particularly gaming and viewing videos on platforms
like YouTube. De Coninck and d’Haenens (2023) likewise reported that, while entertainment
and socializing are the top activities for all genders, girls spend substantially more time than boys
on online social interactions and health-related information. In contrast, boys devote more time
to entertainment and content creation.

Regarding non-binary individuals, Coninck and Haenens (2023) pointed out that this
group tends to have particularly well-developed internet skills, using online platforms more
frequently than girls and boys and for a broader range of purposes. Non-binary youths often
spend considerable time on social media, cultivating close relationships—sometimes to excess—
and engaging in discussions about their identities. They also surpassed boys and girls in
entertainment, social relationships, online learning, health information searches, and content
creation. These findings highlight how varying gender identities influence both internet use
purposes and the potential for problematic behaviors.

Looking more closely at preferences for specific types of online activities, Whitty and
McLaughlin (2007) discovered a link between seeking internet entertainment and loneliness.
Their study of university students in Belfast showed that those who felt lonelier were more

inclined to use the internet for entertainment to escape reality. In contrast, participants who were
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not lonely tended to use the internet to plan and coordinate offline activities, such as going to
sporting events. Whitty and McLaughlin also suggest that the internet is “custom-tailored” for
lonely individuals, offering numerous relatively safe social environments—chat rooms, online
games, and so forth—where the risk of rejection or discomfort is low. This type of interaction
can substitute for face-to-face contact, which may be more challenging for those who feel
socially anxious or isolated.

Adolescents are drawn to the social dimensions of the internet because it offers privacy, a
sense of belonging, and social acceptance (Zboralski et al., 2009). This eagerness for online
social interaction, combined with easy accessibility, can lead to overuse and potentially harmful
behavior patterns. Over time, children and young people spend more leisure hours in digital
spaces (Livingstone et al., 2018; Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021). Recognizing the wide range of
human needs that can be expressed through something as broad as “internet entertainment”
underscores how the purpose of use can reflect any underlying motivations. Although the various
factors influencing internet addiction are often complex, they typically manifest in
understandable, relatable experiences.

Results

A set of questions was presented to participants, who rated their use of smartphones and
computers on a S-point Likert scale: “I strongly disagree,” “I tend to disagree,” “I am not sure,”
“I tend to agree,” and “I strongly agree.” These items measured two central dimensions of
internet addiction: the overall composite score and two subscales—Iloss of control and craving.
Adapted from Tran et al. (2017) and Pawlikowski et al. (2013), these questions aimed to capture

key facets of problematic internet use.



85

For loss of control, participants rated statements such as “I find myself using my phone or
computer more often than I expect,” “I neglect family time and chores to spend more time
online,” “I try to cut down my phone or internet use without success,” and “My schoolwork
suffers because of the amount of time I spend online.” Additional questions addressed sleep
disturbances, such as “I lose sleep due to late-night logins or phone use.”

Concerning Internet Addiction Craving, participants responded to statements including “I
choose to spend more time online over going out with others,” “I often try to hide how long I
have been online or using my phone,” and “I snap, yell, or act annoyed if someone bothers me
while I am online.” Further items explored emotional reactions such as “I feel anxious when I am
offline or without my (smart) phone” and “I become defensive or secretive when anyone asks me
what I do online.”

Exploratory Analysis

The first analysis evaluated participants’ overall level of internet addiction (IA). As
shown in Table 3.1, the average composite score was 2.58 on a 5-point scale, or 51.6% of the
maximum possible score, indicating moderate internet addiction among participants.

Within this overall score, participants reported the highest mean score for Internet Addiction
Loss (M =2.88, 57.6% of the maximum). By comparison, Internet Addiction Craving had a

lower Mean (M = 2.23, 44.6%), suggesting that the sense of losing control (IA Loss) is more
pronounced than cravings (IA Craving) among this group.

Table 3.2 illustrates the correlations among Internet Addiction (IA), Frequency of
Internet Use (FIU), and three internet-use purposes: schoolwork, entertainment, and social
networking. FIU demonstrates a moderate positive correlation with 1A (r = 0.37), suggesting that

more frequent online activity modestly increases the risk of internet addiction. Schoolwork
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shows only a weak correlation (r = 0.05), implying that it has minimal impact on [A. Meanwhile,
entertainment (r = 0.34) and social networking (r = 0.38) exhibit moderate correlations with IA.
Social networking emerges as the strongest predictor of 1A, likely due to repeated and habitual
use, as users often check these platforms multiple times daily. Although entertainment can be
time-consuming, it is generally accessed less frequently, explaining its slightly weaker
correlation. All correlations are statistically significant.

Table 3.3 examines the subscales of Internet Addiction—IA Loss and IA Craving—and
their relationships with FIU and the purpose of internet use. FIU correlates moderately with both
IA Loss (r=0.37) and IA Craving (r = 0.29), indicating that more frequent internet use increases
both aspects of addiction. Notably, FIU shows a stronger correlation with A Loss than with A
Craving, suggesting that spending more time online may lead students to feel a greater sense of
losing control over personal and academic responsibilities and experiencing compromised
relationships and mental or physical health issues.

Regarding the purpose of use, social networking has the most substantial relationship
with both IA Loss (r = 0.36) and IA Craving (r = 0.32), followed by entertainment (IA Loss: r=
0.32, IA Craving: r = 0.29). Schoolwork has a much weaker association (IA Loss: r=0.09, [A
Craving: r =-0.01). All results are statistically significant. The slightly negative correlation
between schoolwork and TA Craving likely reflects its task-oriented nature, as coursework ends
once completed, reducing the potential for an ongoing craving effect, unlike social networking or
entertainment platforms, which often provide endless content.

Predicting Internet Addiction
Table 3.4 summarizes the results of a regression analysis predicting Internet Addiction

(TA) based on demographic attributes, frequency of internet use, and purpose of internet use
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(schoolwork, entertainment, and social networking). In terms of demographic attributes, gender
differences indicate that non-binary individuals display stronger internet addiction than both
males and females. Male participants have a statistically significant negative coefficient (B = -
0.14), suggesting lower levels of internet addiction, while females show no significant difference
(B =-0.03).

Age differences between junior high and senior high students are not statistically
significant. Similarly, religion—including SDA (B = 0.02), Protestant (B = 0.08), and Catholic
(B = 0.02)—does not differ significantly from the no religion group. Turning to ethnicity, Asian
and Hispanic participants show higher internet addiction relative to multi-ethnic participants.
Asians have the strongest positive coefficient (B = 0.19), followed by Hispanics (B = 0.08), both
statistically significant. Other ethnic groups (American Indian: B = 0.06; Black: B = 0.03; White:
B =-0.02) do not exhibit significant effects.

Regarding region, the United States does not differ significantly from Canada, nor do the
Northeast (B =-0.04), Midwest (B = -0.05), South (B =-0.05), or West (B =-0.04). Overall,
these results suggest that while age, religion, and region do not exert a significant influence,
gender, particularly non-binary identity, and certain ethnic groups, especially Asians and
Hispanics, are more susceptible to internet addiction.

Concerning the Frequency of Internet Use (FIU), a significant positive coefficient (B =
0.17) indicates that more frequent users are more prone to internet addiction. Regarding the
purpose of use, schoolwork shows a significant negative coefficient (B = -0.05), implying that
academic internet use may help mitigate addiction. Conversely, entertainment (B = 0.09)
displays a positive association, suggesting that leisure activities contribute to addiction risk.

Social networking exhibits the most substantial positive relationship (B = 0.22), indicating that
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this purpose of internet use is a key driver of internet addiction. Taken together, these findings
underscore that while academic use may reduce addiction, social networking and entertainment
substantially increase the likelihood of problematic internet use.

Subsequently, parallel regression analyses were conducted on the two subscales of
internet addiction—IA Loss and IA Craving—to examine how demographic attributes,
frequency of internet use, and purpose of use relate to these dimensions.

To begin with gender, non-binary individuals report higher IA Loss and IA Craving
compared to both males and females. Among males, IA Loss has a slightly negative coefficient
(B =-0.08), whereas IA Craving has a more pronounced negative relationship (B =-0.22),
indicating that males are less likely to experience these components of internet addiction.
Females exhibit a significant positive association with IA Loss (B = 0.17) but a negative
association with IA Craving (B =-0.14), suggesting a greater propensity for loss of control yet a
lower tendency to experience cravings.

For age and religion, senior high students show a positive relationship with IA Loss (B =
0.12), implying an increased likelithood of experiencing loss of control. However, they are
negatively associated with A craving (B =-0.15), meaning they are less prone to craving
behaviors than junior high students. In addition, religion does not significantly affect IA Loss or
IA Craving when compared to non-religious participants. The exception is non-SDA Protestants,
who have a significant positive relationship with IA Loss (B = 0.11). Other religious groups,
including SDA (B = 0.06) and Catholics (B = 0.06), do not exhibit notable effects on either
subscale.

Regarding the effects of ethnicity and region, the ethnicity variable was a significant

predictor, with Asians displaying the most potent positive associations for both IA Loss (B =
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0.23) and IA Craving (B = 0.14). Hispanics also have significant positive coefficients for IA
Loss (B=0.11) and IA Craving (B = 0.04), while American Indian participants show a
significant effect only for IA Craving (B = 0.13). These findings highlight that Asians and
Hispanics are more vulnerable to both aspects of 1A, with a relatively more decisive effect on IA
Loss. Other groups, such as Black and White, do not exhibit significant differences. Further,
geographic location exerts minimal influence: there are no significant differences across regions
of the United States compared to Canada, except for the West, which has a weak negative
coefficient for IA Craving (B =-0.06).

Overall, these results underscore the importance of gender and ethnicity in predicting [A
Loss and TA Craving, with non-binary individuals and Asians being particularly at risk.
Conversely, age and religion have limited influence, while region also does not play a significant
role.

Consistent with the main IA findings regarding the frequency of internet use, FIU
maintains a significant positive relationship with both IA Loss (B =0.21) and IA Craving (B =
0.13), underscoring that heavier internet users are more prone to these issues, especially IA Loss.
Among internet-use purposes, schoolwork has negative coefficients for IA Loss (B =-0.04) and
IA Craving (B =-0.07), suggesting that academic-related internet use may lower the likelihood
of developing addictive behaviors, with a slightly more substantial moderating effect on craving.
By contrast, entertainment is positively associated with both IA Loss (B = 0.07) and IA Craving
(B =0.11), indicating that leisure pursuits significantly contribute to both aspects of addiction,
with a somewhat more substantial effect on cravings. Social networking shows similarly strong
positive relationships for IA Loss (B =0.22) and IA Craving (B = 0.23), emphasizing its

considerable role in fueling internet addiction. These findings imply that while school-related
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internet use can mitigate addiction, frequent usage, especially for social networking and
entertainment, substantially heightens the risks of both IA Loss and IA Craving.
Moderating Effects of Internet Use Purpose

Since the frequency of internet use and the three purposes of internet use are each
statistically significant predictors of internet addiction (see Table 3.4 and Table 3.5), Table 3.6
extends the analysis by examining their interaction effects on IA Composite, IA Loss, and 1A
Craving. This analysis explores whether the combined influence of frequency and specific
purposes of use (i.e., schoolwork, entertainment, and social networking) leads to different
outcomes for internet addiction. In particular, it assesses whether the interaction terms—Freq x
Schoolwork, Freq x Entertainment, and Freq % Social Network—significantly affect internet
addiction and its subscales.

The results show that the interaction between the Frequency of Internet Use (FIU) and
each specific purpose—Schoolwork, Entertainment, and Social Networking—on IA Composite,
IA Loss, and IA Craving reveals distinct patterns. The FIU x Schoolwork interaction is not
statistically significant for IA Composite (B = 0.00), IA Loss (B =0.01), or IA Craving (B =
0.00), indicating that frequent internet use for schoolwork does not substantially affect internet
addiction. Likewise, no statistically significant interaction is found for IA Composite (B =-0.01)
or IA Loss (B =-0.02). Only a slight, non-significant positive trend exists for IA Craving (B =
0.01).

By contrast, significant negative interactions emerge for IA Composite (B =-0.05, SE =
0.01), IA Loss (B =-0.06, SE =0.01), and IA Craving (B =-0.03, SE = 0.01). These findings
suggest that higher levels of entertainment use weaken the impact of frequent internet use on all

IA subscales, particularly IA Loss. Although the effect on IA Craving is also significant, it is less
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pronounced. In sum, entertainment moderates the relationship between frequent internet use and
internet addiction, while schoolwork and social networking do not exhibit significant moderating
effects.

A slope analysis was conducted to clarify this interaction between the Frequency of
Internet Use (FIU) and entertainment. Table 3.7 reveals distinct patterns across different levels of
entertainment. Frequent internet use generally increases internet addiction. This effect's
magnitude varies by entertainment level, with the strongest impact at lower levels.

In detail, at low levels of entertainment use, frequent internet use strongly predicts all
aspects of internet addiction, with significant positive associations for IA Composite (B =0.27),
IA Loss (B =0.33), and IA Craving (B = 0.20), indicating that even minimal entertainment
consumption, when paired with high-frequency internet use, notably raises the risk of internet
addiction. At medium levels of entertainment use, the positive relationship remains strong.
Nevertheless, it is slightly lower, with IA Composite (B = 0.22), IA Loss (B =0.25), and 1A
Craving (B = 0.18), suggesting that moderate entertainment still contributes to internet addiction.
However, the effect of frequent internet use is somewhat diminished compared to low levels. At
high levels of entertainment use, the association weakens further, with IA Composite (B = 0.13),
IA Loss (B =0.15), and IA Craving (B = 0.16), implying a potential capacity effect in which the
addictive potential of entertainment use may already be maximized, thereby reducing the
additional influence of frequent internet use.

The results show that IA Loss consistently has the most decisive impact on the interaction
at low and medium levels of entertainment, highlighting the substantial negative consequences of
frequent internet use. In contrast, IA Craving, the weakest contributor at low and medium

entertainment levels, becomes more pronounced at high levels, implying that habitual or
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emotional dependencies intensify with higher entertainment use. The interaction pattern is thus

primarily driven by IA Loss at lower and medium levels, where negative consequences are most

significant; however, at high levels of entertainment, the relative increase in IA Craving suggests

a capacity effect, indicating that additional entertainment provides minimal further impact.
Discussion

Internet Addiction

The public in many places is said to be in “moral panic” over internet addiction, fearing it
poses a threat to the moral order of society (Lundahl, 2020). In countries such as China and
South Korea, internet addiction is viewed as a serious public health threat, prompting research
into treatment and public awareness of moderate internet use. While popular opinion often
regards the internet as highly addictive, especially among youths, the results of this study paint a
different picture, indicating a moderate level of internet addiction among surveyed youths. This
could reflect a growing awareness of the importance of balancing online and offline activities,
with youths becoming more conscious of their internet habits and thus maintaining more
moderate usage. Another explanation lies in differing definitions and criteria for internet
addiction, as some studies posit that sessions longer than four hours indicate addiction (Zewde et
al., 2022). Yet, participants here report an average of 3.31 hours per day, which is below the
thresholds often associated with addiction.

In terms of age, this study shows no significant effect on general internet addiction.
However, distinct differences between junior and senior high students in the IA Loss and [A
Craving subscales emerge. Senior high students exhibit greater vulnerability to losing control,
while junior high students show higher craving levels. These discrepancies may be linked to

developmental factors and autonomy in older adolescents, who can manage their schedules more
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freely but also risk unregulated internet use (Griffiths et al., 2018), while junior high students,
under tight supervision, may experience heightened craving due to restricted access (Faron &
Hastuti, 2024).

Gender analysis reveals that non-binary individuals are generally more susceptible to
internet addiction than males and females. Some studies, however, suggest that non-binary
individuals may enjoy relatively healthier mental health outcomes linked to internet use; this
apparent contradiction is clarified by the internet’s role as a critical resource for LGBTQ
populations, where stressors and limited social support can drive higher online activity (Han et
al., 2019). LGBTQ adolescents, including non-binary individuals, frequently employ internet
pornography to explore sexuality and identity (Bothe et al., 2019), contributing to higher rates of
compulsive use. Internalized stigma and minimal perceived social support further amplify the
risk of pathological social media use (Vogel et al., 2021), explaining why non-binary individuals
may be especially prone to loss of control and craving. Females show greater susceptibility to IA
Loss, whereas males report lower levels of internet addiction overall, which contrasts with
research suggesting higher male severity (Shan et al., 2023). For example, Li et al. (2019) found
a higher mean internet addiction score among Chinese male students. However, males also
experienced a faster decline in addictive behaviors over six months compared to females.
Differences in self-control may help account for such gender disparities, as females typically
display lower self-control (Li et al., 2021), increasing vulnerability to loss of control, while
males often rely more on independent judgment (Charness & Rustichini, 2011), reducing their
susceptibility (Benda, 2013; Koon—Magnin et al., 2016).

Regarding religion, this study indicates that it generally does not significantly influence

internet addiction among youths, although minimal effects appear in limited cases (SDA and
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Protestant subgroups). This finding conflicts with research by Lu et al. (2018), which posited a
positive link between religious beliefs and internet addiction, yet aligns with Durkee et al.
(2012), who found no notable correlation. Positive elements of religiosity, such as optimism,
generosity, and gratitude (Koenig, 2014), may promote meaning and purpose, reducing reliance
on the internet for coping. As McNicol and Thorsteinsson (2017) noted, individuals with strong
religious frameworks may be less inclined to develop internet addiction. These results also
support Koo et al. (2021), who proposed that religious adolescents exhibit enhanced self-control
and delay of gratification, helping to mitigate excessive internet use. Thus, while religion does
not appear to influence internet addiction broadly, it can foster resilience and self-regulation
among specific groups.

Purpose of Internet Use

The low correlation between internet addiction and using the internet for schoolwork
aligns with previous studies. Jiang et al. (2023) also identified a weaker link. Karacic and
Oreskovic (2017) found that the group with the lowest internet addiction level in their study was
composed of 12- to 13-year-olds using the internet for homework. It is worth noting that this
applies specifically to assignments rather than instances in which students browse extensively
out of curiosity—a behavior considered more akin to entertainment.

Although many researchers agree that entertainment use increases the likelihood of
internet addiction among youth, the present findings suggest that social networking is the
primary activity associated with addiction, followed by entertainment. There is no single,
universally accepted reason for social networking’s strong addictive pull, but scholars offer
various insights. Billieux et al. (2015) point out three main drivers of internet addiction, two of

which are socially oriented: (1) seeking reassurance from others and (2) a socially extroverted
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need to connect and build new relationships (the third driver involves poor impulse control).
These social motivations are easily met on social networking sites. Kim and Haridakis (2009)
similarly found that “caring for others™ is a leading motive behind compulsive internet use,
which is also readily satisfied through social networking.

It is also important to recognize that social media applications are specifically designed to
maximize user engagement via several tactics (Lundahl, 2021). For instance, these platforms
exploit psychological vulnerabilities, such as the urge to complete what one has started, by
employing endless scrolling and autoplay. Another notable factor is the fear of missing out
(FOMO), identified by Blackwell et al. (2017) as a direct predictor of social media addiction.
While entertainment may trigger some FOMO, the effect is considerably more substantial for
social networking.

Finally, the hierarchy of needs may help explain why social networking is so appealing.
Cao et al. (2013) found that social networking services can fulfill social needs and self-
actualization, the highest and most challenging needs. In comparison, entertainment addresses
lower-level needs, like relaxation and security. Consequently, engagement with social networks
provides a more gratifying and inherently addictive experience.

Frequency, Purpose, and Internet Addiction

The present findings indicate that the frequency of internet use does not influence internet
addiction with regard to schoolwork or social networking. However, in the context of
entertainment, a significant relationship has emerged: individuals who use the internet frequently
yet devote a relatively low proportion of their time to entertainment exhibit higher levels of
internet addiction, whereas those who engage in entertainment at a higher frequency report a

lower level of addiction. A possible explanation is mood management in young people using the
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internet for entertainment. These individuals may experience boredom or dissatisfaction, which
they attempt to alleviate by seeking out diverse new forms of entertainment. Consequently, those
who use the internet less frequently but focus more intensely on entertainment may be at greater
risk of developing internet addiction as they seek to fill the emotional void that stems from their
initial lack of engagement (Van Rooij et al., 2014).

Another explanation is that individuals with lower entertainment usage may experience
stronger feelings of loss of control than those who use it more extensively. This could be tied to
affective regulation, which involves managing one’s emotional state (Dong, Huang, & Du,
2011). Poor emotional regulation has been associated with internet addiction, as individuals with
lower self-control may be more sensitive to rewards and less sensitive to punishments, leading to
compulsive internet use.

High entertainment use often overlaps with social engagement on social media, streaming
services, and online gaming platforms. People who frequently consume entertainment content
may also share, discuss, or interact with others about it, reinforcing the behavior through social
validation. Social validation refers to seeking approval from others, often manifested in
feedback, recognition, or acceptance (Ghaemmaghami et al., 2021; Wellons et al., 2023). This
process can significantly shape behavior, given individuals’ tendency to conform to social norms
and seek acceptance. As a result, the need for social interaction and approval can become
interwoven with entertainment consumption, whereby users not only seek enjoyment but also
strive to participate in discussions, gain likes or shares, or belong to a community (Martinek,
2021; Luo et al., 2020). This aspect is more closely linked to internet craving than loss of
control, as our data suggest that high entertainment use better predicts craving rather than loss of

control. It may also explain why individuals who engage in high levels of entertainment report
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lower overall internet addiction, since social validation could lessen the emotional need for
excessive internet use.
Chapter Summary

This chapter explores whether increased internet use contributes to increased internet
addiction. The findings indicate that frequent internet use is not the primary cause of addiction;
instead, the purpose of internet use holds greater importance. The study shows that frequent
internet use for entertainment is significantly related to internet addiction, suggesting that the
medium (internet or phone) is secondary to how it is used.

The research demonstrates that social networking and entertainment are key drivers of
internet addiction, whereas using the internet for schoolwork may help reduce the risk of
developing addictive behaviors. Additionally, non-binary individuals appear particularly
susceptible to internet addiction compared to males and females. Among genders, females tend
to experience internet addiction at higher rates, while males are less likely to encounter
addiction-related losses and cravings. Ethnicity also emerges as a factor, with Asian and
Hispanic youth reporting higher levels of internet addiction than other groups. In contrast, age,
religion, and region show minimal influence. These insights advance current knowledge about
why youth are more prone to internet addiction and can inform interventions, as well as

strategies for leadership in educational settings and parenting.
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Table 3.1

Descriptive Analysis of Internet Addiction (IA)

Variable M SD  Mini-Max % of Max
IA Loss (247-252) 288 092 1-5 57.6%
IA Craving (253-257) 223 091 1-5 44.6%
IA Composite (247-257) 258 082 1-5 51.6%

Note: N=9113



Table 3.2
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Pearson’s Correlation for Internet Addiction (IA) and Frequency of Internet Use (FIU) and

Purpose of Internet Use (PIU)

IA FIU  Schoolwork Entertainment Social Network
1A 1
FIU 37 1
Schoolwork 05%* J10%* 1 36%* 31
Entertainment 34k S3%* 36%* 1 JI2%*
Social Network 38%* A43%* 3% JI2%* 1

Note. N=9123. p <.001**, Correlation is significant at the .01 level (two-tailed)
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Table 3.3

Pearson’s Correlation for Internet Addiction (IA) Loss and IA Craving and Frequency of
Internet Use (FIU) and Purpose of Internet Use (PIU)

IA Loss IA Craving FUI  Schoolwork Entertainment SocialNetwork
IA Loss 1
IA Craving  .62%* 1
FIU 37 29%* 1
Schoolwork .09** -.01** J0** 1 36*EF 31**
Entertainment .32%%* 29%* S3H* 36%* 1 JJ2H*
Social Network.36** 32wk A43H* 31H* J2%x ]

Note. N =9123. p<.001**. Correlation is significant at the .01 level (two-tailed)
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Table 3.4

Regression Analysis Predicting Internet Addiction with Demographic Attributes, Frequency of
Internet Use (FIU) and Purpose of Internet Use (PIU)

Variable B SE b
Constant 1.4] *** .06

Male - 14%%* .03 -.08
Female -.03 .03 .02
Senior .00 .02 .00
SDA .02 .03 .01
Non-SDA Protestant .08 .04 .03
Catholic .02 .06 .00
American Indian .06 .06 .01
Black .03 .03 .01
Hispanic 08 ** .03 .04
Asian 9 FEE .03 .09
White -.02 .03 -.01
Northeast -.04 .03 -.02
Midwest -.05 .03 -.02
South -.05 .03 -.02
West -.04 .03 -.02
Frequency Internet Use 7 E .01 23
Schoolwork -.Q5%** .01 -.09
Entertainment 09 *** .01 .10
Social Network 2D EE* .01 23

F (df) = 133.56*** (19, 8965); R square = 0.22.

Note: *p <.05; **p <.01, ***p <.001
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Table 3.5

Regression Analysis Predicting Internet Addiction Loss and Craving with Demographic
Attributes, Frequency of Internet Use and Purpose of Internet Use

Internet Addiction Loss Internet Addiction Craving
Variable B SE S B SE S
Constant ].35%*%* .06 1.48%** .06
Male -.08* .03 -.04 -2 EF* .03 -12
Female 7 HRE .03 .09 - 14%%* .03 -.07
Senior 2 EEE .02 .06 - 1 5%%* .02 -.08
SDA .06 .03 .02 =03 %** .03 -.02
Non-SDA Protestant d1%E .04 .04 .04 .04 .01
Catholic .06 .06 .01 -.06 .07 -.01
American Indian -.01 .06 -.00 3% .07 .02
Black .03 .03 .01 .02 .03 .01
Hispanic 1 EEE .03 .05 .04 * .03 .02
Asian D3k .03 .10 4% .03 .06
White -.01 .03 -.01 -.03 .03 -.02
Northeast -.05 .03 -.02 -.05 .03 -.02
Midwest -.05 .04 -.02 -.06 .04 -.02
South -.06 .03 -.03 -.04 .03 -.02
West -.02 .03 -.01 -.06** .03 -.03
Frequency Internet Use 2] HE* .01 25 3k .01 15
Schoolwork -.04 *** .01 -.05 -.Q7*** .01 -12
Entertainment Q7 k%% .02 .07 A1 kE* .02 A1
Social Network DD HEE .02 20 D3 HEE .02 22

IA Loss: F (df) = 131.01*** (19, 8965); R square = 0.22
IA Craving: F (df) = 91.62%** (19, 8958); R square = 0.16

Note: *p <.05; **p <.01, ***p <.001
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Table 3.6

Interaction Effects of Frequency and Purpose of Internet Use on Internet Addiction (I1A)
Composite, 14 Loss, and IA Craving

Variable B SE B SE B SE
IA Composite IA Loss IA Craving
Constant .05 .52 .70 .58 1.67** .84
Male .05 S1 -.02 .58 -.61 .83
Female 21 51 22 .58 -.53 .83
Senior -.01 .02 L ERE .02 - 15%** .02
SDA 09 ** .03 JeFF* .03 .00 .03
Non-SDA Protestant .08 .04 A2 .04 .04 .04
Catholic .01 .06 .04 .06 -.06 .07
American Indian .06 .06 -.00 .06 14%* .07
Black .02 .03 .03 .03 .02 .03
Hispanic 08 ** .03 .10 .03 .04 .03
Asian xRk .03 D3 HEk .03 4 x% .03
White -.02 .03 -.01 .03 -.03 .03
Northeast -.04 .03 -.04 .03 -.05 .03
Midwest -.05 .03 -.04 .04 -.05 .04
South -.05 .03 -.06** .03 -.04 .03
West -.04 .03 -.02 .03 -.06** .03
Frequency Internet Use 30 %E* .02 A4 E* .03 9k .03
Schoolwork =07 F** .02 -.06** .02 -8 *** .02
Entertainment DO FEE .04 29 FEE .05 DD HEE .05
Social Network 26%** .05 JQFE .05 -8 *** .02
Freq x Schoolwork .00 00 .01 .01 .00 .00
Freq x Entertainment - Q5 kE .01 -.06%** .01 -.03 %% .01
Freq x SocialNetwork -.01 01 -.02 01 01 01

IA Composite: F' (df) = 113.01*%** (23, 8961); R square = .23
IA Loss: F (df) = 112.70*** (23, 8961); R square = .22
IA Craving: F (df) = 76.12*** (23, 8954); R square = .16

Note: *p <.05; **p <.01, ***p <.001
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Table 3.7

Slope Analysis for the Interaction Between Frequency of Internet Use and Entertainment Use in
Predicting Internet Addiction (IA) Composite, IA Loss, and IA Craving

Level of Entertainment B SE b B SE b B SE b

IA Composite IA Loss IA Craving
Low Entertainment 27%%% 02 34 33#x* 02 37 20%%* 02 24
Medium Entertainment 22%%% 01 28 25%%% 01 28 A8#*% 01 21
High Entertainment A3%%% 03 A3 A5%%F% 03 14 Jd6%%* .03 10

R square: 1A Composite: (1) .15; (2) .10; (3) .06; 1A Loss: (1) .17; (2). 13; (3) .06; IA Craving:
(1).08;(2).07;(3).07

Note: *p <.05; **p <.01, ***p <.001
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CHAPTER 4
MENTAL HEALTH AND INTERNET ADDICTION

This chapter aims to investigate the relationship between internet addiction and increased
mental health issues, particularly among the study demographic of these adolescents. It begins by
reviewing previous research on the topic, including various definitions of mental health, risk
factors specific to adolescents, and conditions commonly associated with internet addiction. The
chapter explores how internet addiction exacerbates mental health problems through mechanisms
such as instant gratification and unhealthy coping strategies, potentially leading to emotional
disturbances and behavioral health issues. It also examines the potential link between internet
addiction and suicidal ideation. The chapter presents key findings from data analysis, followed
by a discussion that interprets these findings. It concludes by summarizing the main insights and
highlighting areas for future intervention.

Previous Research

Mental Health
Definition

Depending on the source of the definition and the context, the concept of mental health
can be defined in various ways. For example, some sociology researchers defined mental health
as an internal process (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) wherein one regulates and maintains awareness
of one's feelings, thoughts, and interpersonal behaviors. Coronel-Santos and Rodriguez-Macias
(2022) refined that concept, saying that mental health is a state of well-being that can only be
achieved by taking care of internal and external factors of the person. These definitions stress

self-awareness and active regulation by the self.
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On the other hand, some organizations emphasize the ability to function and outwardly
observable results. For example, a fact sheet from the World Health Organization defined mental
health as a state of well-being. However, it specified that it helps with coping with stress,
realizing one’s abilities, learning and working well, and contributing to the community (WHO,
2022). Furthermore, the American Psychological Association’s dictionary entry for mental health
highlights reasonable behavioral adjustment, making constructive relationships, and coping with
the demands of life (APA, 2018). Likewise, Yang et al. (2022) also highlight how mental health
is key to accomplishing socially valued goals, for example, facing stress in the learning
environment, achieving in school, and independent learning.

Interestingly, many articles from researchers of internet addiction often refer to mental
health, but do not define the term. These articles most often use the term in the context of
outlining mental health issues such as depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation. In some
contexts, the term “mental health issues” expands enough to blur the line between the above
ailments and disturbances to daily well-being levels, such as sleep deprivation, stress, low self-
esteem, or loneliness.

A preferred scholarly definition comes from Galderisi et al. (2015), whose definition
centers on equilibrium. One may regard equilibrium as the absence of mental health issues.
Going deeper into Galderisi et al.’s concept, they describe equilibrium as a state where an
individual can live in harmony with “universal values of society” (Galderisi et al., 2015, p.
S231). Such values include empathizing with others, coping with adversity, expressing emotions,
and functioning in social roles. That which causes a notable disturbance to one’s equilibrium can
interfere with these valued abilities and even one’s cognitive and social skills. Any disturbances,

including disorders such as anxiety, emotional issues such as profound loneliness, or physical
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problems such as continued lack of sleep, lead to detriment. Disrupted equilibrium affects the
individual, their interpersonal relationships, and their position in work or school. To simplify,
anything interfering with one’s mental equilibrium could be considered a mental health issue.
Thus, for this study, that which destabilizes an individual’s equilibrium to the point of disrupting
the aforementioned universal values of society could be considered a mental health issue.

Risk Factors for Adolescents’ Mental Health

Adolescence is particularly marked by challenges to maintaining mental health. The
World Health Organization (2021) has outlined several vulnerabilities during this period of life.
These include developmental issues incidental to this particular period of life and external
factors, particularly family influence and peer relationships, which have a notable impact on
mental health during adolescence. Furthermore, in recent generations, the emergence of new
technologies and their prevalent role in everyday life have created additional issues and
complications.

Various family-related factors have been identified in many studies. Lower parental
socioeconomic status and especially economic struggle during childhood have been shown to
lead to higher levels of psychological distress and behavioral issues (Gilford, 1998; Lin & Gou,
2024; O’Loughlin & Tarasuk, 2003). Besides socioeconomic status, the mental health of parents
has also been correlated to the mental health of the children (O’Loughlin & Tarasuk, 2003).
Prevalent across literature, family dynamics play a central role in shaping adolescent mental
health. Adverse childhood experiences, such as harmful family practices, parental psychological
control, and lack of familial connectivity, are associated with increased risks of depression,

anxiety, and behavioral problems (Lin & Gou, 2024). The quality of family interactions and
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parental support significantly influences adolescent psychological development (Lin & Gou,
2024).

Peer relationships are another highly influential factor in adolescent mental health,
mainly since youths are susceptible to their peers’ opinions of them (Joshi & Rose, 2018).
Adolescents also spend considerable time with peers in school environments, which can
compound the effects of peer relationships. Negative peer interactions, such as bullying or
victimization, are strong predictors of mental health issues that include depression, anxiety, and
suicidal ideation (Park & Lee, 2000). While the potential for damage from offline peer
relationships is nothing new, the role of technology, mainly social media use, has been identified
as a potent source of risk.

The impact of social media on mental health remains complex, with some studies
identifying a correlation between heavy social media use and psychological distress, suicidal
ideation, and increased risk of depression and anxiety (Tsitsika, 2014; Sampasa-Kanyinga et al.,
2015). On the other hand, some research has suggested the potential benefits of online
interactions in mitigating specific mental health issues by providing access to social support
(Sola et al., 2007). However, the evidence suggests that excessive use of social media contributes
to adverse psychological outcomes.

Individual characteristics, such as self-esteem, self-efficacy, and perfectionism, also
influence adolescent mental health. Adolescents with low self-esteem are more likely to
experience higher levels of depression, anxiety, and poor mental well-being (Freedman et al,
2001). The vulnerability model of self-esteem suggests that negative self-evaluations and lack of
coping resources make adolescents more susceptible to mental health difficulties (Callaghan,

2005; Freedman et al., 2001). Self-efficacy, or an individual’s belief in their ability to handle
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challenges, is another important factor. Adolescents with low self-efficacy are more likely to
experience mental health problems because they struggle to cope with stress and challenges,
which can affect various aspects of their lives, including academic performance and social
relationships (Tabrizi et al., 2024).

Perfectionism, characterized by setting unrealistically high standards, is also a significant
risk factor for mental health issues. Perfectionistic adolescents often fear failure and are reluctant
to seek help, which exacerbates their anxiety and stress (Levine et al., 2019). The desire to meet
unattainable standards can lead to feelings of inadequacy and a diminished capacity to cope with
challenges, ultimately increasing the risk of depression, anxiety, and other psychological
problems.

Overall, multiple factors impact the mental health of adolescents, with family status and
dynamics, peer relationships, technology use, and individual characteristics all playing
significant roles. Acknowledging these risk factors is crucial for obtaining a complete
understanding of adolescents’ challenges and vulnerabilities in the realm of mental health.
Mental Health and Internet Addiction

Most studies on the topic of excessive internet use and adolescents only identify a few
issues at a time that correlate with declining mental health and internet addiction. However, a
thorough literature review identifies many issues that can be linked to internet use. These range
from emotional disturbances to physical health complications, all contributing to the disruption
of the youth’s equilibrium and leading to mental health issues.

Instant Gratification and Unhealthy Coping Strategies
Many researchers say adolescence is a critical period of cognitive development (Du &

Lyu, 2021; Joshi & Rose, 2018). Adolescence is when the brain is structurally and functionally
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developed, laying the groundwork for habits, skills, and social orientation in adulthood (Maza et
al., 2023). There are several ways that the use of the internet can influence this important
development. With the internet offering limitless social opportunities, anonymity, and
stimulating activities, Du and Lyu (2021) described the digital environment as a place where
young people conduct various simulations and meet many temptations. With this phase of life
primarily characterized by a high investment in peer relationships, the foremost concern for
adolescents is using internet social interactions in a way that overexposes them to social rewards
(Joshi & Rose, 2018; Maza et al., 2023). Social media offers social rewards from likes,
comments, and other interactions, and young people can develop hypersensitivity to feedback
from peers as they habitually check for updates, which may foster a growing appetite for social
stimuli that can eventually lead to the loss of self-control (Maza et al., 2023).

Furthermore, enjoying the various rewards found through the internet can also develop
unrealistic expectations, even leading people to retreat from real-life activities and use stimuli
from the internet as an artificial substitute. Brand et al. (2019) described some studies of online
gamers who began to incorrectly associate the good feelings that came from gaming with relief
from daily negative emotions, as if gaming was a reliable remedy. One study participant
summarized this perception when he said, “No other activity relaxes me or stimulates me like
technology. However, when depression hits, I tend to use technology as a way of retreating and
isolating” (Cash et al., 2012). For those who practice such coping strategies and associate
gratification and relief with the internet, self-control becomes increasingly complex, and these
individuals also tend to have impulsive and reactive responses to specific triggers (Brand et al.,

2019).
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At this point in the discussion, it is important to consider whether compulsive use of the
internet causes a poor mental health situation or if poor mental health leads people to
overconsume the internet. The answer is not clearly outlined by existing literature, and many
researchers would argue that poor mental health exists both before and after a compulsive habit
of using the internet is established.

After reviewing some studies on internet addiction, Kuss et al. (2016) analyzed the
information and posited that comorbidities seem to be the norm, especially mood and anxiety
disorders. They speculate that many reasons can cause such a situation. As mentioned above,
negative emotions and mental health struggles can be precursors to excessive internet use.
Subsequently, young people use the internet as a coping strategy and can eventually fall into
addiction. Another scenario would be feeling anxious or fearful in social situations and using the
internet as a preferred space in which to socialize without having to struggle with as many
anxiety-provoking elements of in-person interactions. When this happens, it could develop a
dependence on digital interactions.

On the other hand, Kuss et al. (2016) also identified emotional challenges that arise from
using the internet in excess. Increased online time deprives users of real-life activities they could
enjoy, which may increase stress and loneliness. Additionally, they referred to the users who
chose the internet for avoidance coping and noted that depression could follow addiction. In
another study, Yin and Shen (2023) noted that among people tempted to enjoy some time on the
internet in the present and defer other goals until later, about 40% of them believe that they can
compensate for the lost productive time. While indulging in temptation may feel justified,
individuals may struggle to compensate for their actions later. If this cycle—giving in to

temptation, relying on compensatory beliefs, and then failing to follow through—becomes
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habitual, it can reinforce problematic behaviors. Over time, this pattern may contribute to
internet addiction, worsening its severity and potentially leading to symptoms of depression as
individuals feel increasingly trapped in a cycle of avoidance and failed self-regulation. These are
just a few examples of how emotional and mental health struggles both precede and follow
problematic internet use.

Emotional Disturbances and Behavioral Health Issues

Excessive internet use has been extensively linked to a range of mental health issues,
including mood disorders and behavioral concerns. The rise in such conditions has been
particularly noticeable in recent years, with a marked increase during the COVID-19 pandemic.
For instance, Xiang et al. (2024) reported a 55.6% rise in depression diagnoses between 2017
and 2021, with younger age groups (14-22 years) being the most affected. This correlation raises
critical questions about the influence of increased screen time and digital dependency, especially
among vulnerable populations.

Beyond depression and anxiety, excessive internet use has also been associated with a
variety of psychiatric disorders such as ADHD, sleep disturbances, and impulse control issues.
Gupta and Praghan (2018) found that heavy internet use was linked to poor sleep quality, mood
disorders, and impulsivity, with nearly 38% of participants reporting insomnia related to
excessive screen exposure. In addition, Otsuka et al. (2021) found that problematic internet use
in healthy adolescents was significantly associated with sleep problems. Female adolescents
were particularly likely to experience sleep disruptions as internet use increased (Maurya et al.,
2022). Insomnia symptoms during this period can trigger negative emotions, such as anxiety and
depression, and in severe cases, even prompt suicidal behaviors (Guo et al., 2023; Soltani et al.,

2023). Similarly, Sharma et al. (2019) observed that frequent mobile phone users often
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experienced tiredness, stress, and anxiety, further emphasizing the connection between digital
habits and mental strain.

The relationship between problematic internet use and psychiatric conditions appears to
be multifaceted. In the case of Internet Gaming Disorder, the problematic use can impair
decision-making and foster impulsive behaviors (Brand et al., 2019). Additionally, Kuss et al.
(2016) identified emotional and mental disorders, reporting the frequent co-occurrence of
internet addiction with mood and anxiety disorders, including social phobia and obsessive-
compulsive disorder. These findings suggest a bidirectional influence where mental health issues
can steer youths toward internet addiction, and internet addiction can intensify underlying mental
health conditions.

Further reinforcing these patterns, Pluhar et al. (2019) noted the vulnerability of socially
anxious youth to problematic interactive media use, linking excessive digital engagement with
depression, ADHD, and sleep disturbances. Werling and Griinblatt (2022) also emphasized the
high comorbidity between problematic internet use and psychiatric conditions such as ADHD
and affective disorders. Similarly, Chamberlain et al. (2018) found overlapping patterns of
impulsive/compulsive disorders like gambling addiction and ADHD in individuals with
problematic internet habits.

Moreover, the relationship between internet use and physical health behaviors adds
another layer of complexity. Tayhan et al. (2021) reported a significantly higher prevalence of
potential internet addiction among students with eating disorders (36.4%) compared to those
without (9.7%). Their findings indicated a clear association between smartphone addiction and

disordered eating behaviors, with internet addiction also closely linked to these issues.
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Additionally, students who spent more time online tended to have higher body mass indices,
suggesting a relationship between prolonged internet use and physical health outcomes.

In brief, internet addiction has been shown both as something that arises from emotional
and mental disturbances and something that precedes mental health issues. A wide variety of
correlations have been found, ranging from behavioral concerns to mood disturbances to
medically-diagnosed disorders. It is difficult to attribute causation to these complex
relationships, but it is undeniable that internet addiction has a troubling relationship with mental
health in a variety of categories.

Suicidal Ideation

A recent series of studies on suicidal ideation has identified internet addiction as a
potential risk factor among adolescents with Major Depressive Disorder (MDD). Liu et al.
(2024) found that suicidal ideation levels were significantly higher in adolescents with MDD
compared to healthy controls, aligning with findings from previous research. Notably, 50% of
adolescents with MDD in their study also met the criteria for internet addiction. Moreover, the
study demonstrated a direct relationship between the severity of internet addiction and higher
levels of suicide ideation in adolescents with MDD.

The study also posited gender differences, revealing that adolescent females exhibited a
heightened correlation between suicidal ideation and internet addiction compared to their male
counterparts. This may be attributed to gender differences in internet usage patterns. It may also
be related to females’ heightened vulnerability to suicidal tendencies, as identified in a previous
study of Chinese adolescents by Huang et al. (2020). In addition, Liu et al. (2024) and Huang et
al. (2020) reported that problematic internet use among female adolescents posed a greater risk

for suicide than among males.
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Further evidence from Gansner et al. (2019) demonstrated a positive correlation between
the severity of problematic internet use and past-year suicidality in adolescents with psychiatric
disorders. Researchers have speculated that several mechanisms likely underlie this relationship.
Adolescents with internet addiction often exhibit poor self-control and heightened impulsivity,
both of which are significant risk factors for suicidal ideation (Gifuni et al., 2023). Additionally,
adolescents with MDD and comorbid internet addiction frequently encounter more significant
life stressors due to struggles in meeting social and academic expectations. Under these
pressures, impulsivity may lead them to adopt maladaptive coping mechanisms, including
suicidal behaviors (Cheng et al., 2015).

Unfortunately, mere exposure to the topic of self-harm or suicide increases risk to
adolescents in several ways. Kruzan’s (2022) research outlined that increased exposure to such
content decreased the sense of repugnance, essentially reducing the barrier for suicide and also
increasing the capacity for it. The effects of exposure also endure. Kruzan provided the example
of a young person seeing self-harm content on social media, and even a month later, there was an
increase in self-harm, suicidal ideation, and hopelessness.

Additionally, the internet can amplify exposure to suicide-related content, further
exacerbating risks. Adolescents in their critical stage of psychological and emotional
development may be particularly susceptible to the negative influences of online environments.
Dunlop et al. (2011) and Mars et al. (2015) reported that excessive internet use increases
exposure to harmful information, potentially heightening the risk of suicide. Additionally,
excessive internet use has been linked to an increased incidence of cyberbullying among
adolescents, particularly those already struggling with MDD (Xiang et al., 2022; Xie et al.,

2022). Cyberbullying can intensify depressive symptoms, lower self-esteem, diminish life
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satisfaction, and ultimately elevate the risk of suicidal behaviors (Xie et al., 2022; Zhang et al.,
2022).

Overall, excessive internet use or internet addiction significantly impacts mental health,
contributing to mood disturbance, behavioral problems, physically manifested issues, and
suicidal ideation, particularly among adolescents and some vulnerable subgroups. Excessive
exposure to the internet can invite a wide variety of issues or worsen existing ones. The danger
of these influences and comorbidities ranges from mild to gravely concerning.

Results

In this research, participants were asked to respond to a series of questions related to their
mental health issues, using a 5-point Likert scale for each item: “Not at all,” “Once in a while,”
“Some of the time,” “Most of the time,” and “All the time.” The participants were asked about
the frequency of experiencing various issues, including: “How often have you felt sad or
depressed during the last month?”” “How often have you felt nervous, anxious, or on edge during
the last month?” “How often have you experienced poor sleep that troubled you in the last
month?” “At any time in the past 12 months, did you seriously think about trying to kill
yourself?” “Have you ever tried to kill yourself?”” and “Are you now, or have you ever been
involved in an eating disorder (such as throwing up or avoiding eating)?”’

The first analysis aimed to assess the overall mental health status of participants. The
results in Table 4.1 revealed an average score of 2.28 on the 5-point scale, which translates to
45.6% of the maximum attainable score. This suggests that, on average, participants experienced
mental health issues at a moderate level. Examining the individual symptoms, anxiety or
nervousness (M = 3.03), had the highest mean score, indicating that it was the most common

issue among participants. Sleep disturbances (M = 2.85) and sadness or depression (M = 2.72)
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followed closely. In contrast, suicidal thoughts (M = 1.83) and eating disorders (M = 1.83) were
reported less frequently, with both having similar mean scores. The lowest mean score was
observed for suicide attempts (M = 1.37), suggesting that while suicidal thoughts were relatively
common, actual suicide attempts were less prevalent in the sample. Overall, the findings
highlight that the participants experienced a moderate presence of mental health issues, with
anxiety, sadness, and sleep disturbances being the most common. In contrast, suicidal thoughts,
eating disorders, and suicide attempts were less frequent.

Correlation Between Mental Health Issues and Internet Addiction

Table 4.2 presents the results of a Pearson correlation analysis conducted to examine the
relationship between mental health issues and internet addiction. The findings reveal a moderate
positive correlation between the two variables (r = 0.316), suggesting that as mental health issues
increase, tendencies toward internet addiction also tend to rise. This correlation is statistically
significant.

Further analysis in Table 4.3 examines the subscale scores for internet addiction,
specifically IA Loss and IA Craving. The results for both subscales also indicate moderate
positive correlations with mental health issues. The correlation between mental health issues and
IA Loss is r=0.286 (p <.001), while the correlation between mental health issues and TA
Craving is r = 0.283 (p <.001). These results suggest that as mental health problems increase,
individuals are more likely to experience a more significant loss of control over internet use and
stronger Cravings for internet use. Notably, the correlation is slightly stronger for IA Loss than

IA Craving.
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Predicting Mental Health Issues and Internet Addiction in Demographics

Next, to predict how mental health issues are related to internet addiction and
demographic attributes, regression analysis was conducted. Table 4.4 presents the results
showing that gender, age, religion, ethnicity, and internet addiction are statistically significant
predictors.

Gender: Compared to the non-binary group, males (B =-0.77) and females (B = -0.35)
report lower occurrence of mental health issues, with males showing a stronger negative
relationship than females.

Age: Compared to junior high schoolers, senior high schoolers (B = 0.22) report a higher
occurrence of mental health issues (f = 0.11), indicating that higher grade or age has an
unfortunate tendency toward poorer mental health.

Religion: Individuals affiliated with SDA (B =-0.16), non-SDA Protestant (B =-0.12),
and Catholic (B =-0.13) denominations tend to report lower levels of mental health issues
compared to those with no religious affiliation. This suggests that religious aftiliation, especially
in these groups, may offer some protection against mental health problems.

Ethnicity: Compared to the Multi-Ethnic group, Black (B =-0.12), Hispanic (B =-0.06),
Asian (B =-0.11), and White (B =-0.15) individuals report lower levels of mental health issues.
This suggests that individuals who identify as Multi-Ethnic may be more exposed to something
negatively affecting mental health.

Internet Addiction: The relationship between mental health and internet addiction is
positive for IA composite (B =.31) and both IA Loss (B =0.13) and IA Craving (B = 0.18). This

indicates that as mental health issues increase, the level of internet addiction also tends to
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increase. This result also suggests that individuals with higher mental health issues are more
likely to experience stronger IA Cravings.
Predicting Categories of Mental Health Issues and Internet Addiction in Demographic

The findings indicate that the mental health issue composite score affects both
demographic attributes and internet addiction. To better understand whether each mental health
symptom has a different impact on the groups, the data was categorized into three distinct types
of issues: emotional disturbances (depression and anxiety), behavioral health issues (eating and
sleeping disorders), and suicidal ideation (including attempts).

Table 4.5 shows that emotional disturbances (depression and anxiety) are the most
prevalent mental health issues, with a mean score of M = 2.87, followed by behavioral health
issues (eating and sleeping disorders) at M = 2.35. Suicidal ideation at M = 1.60 was the lowest
score out of the three categories. When translated into percentages of the maximum score,
Emotional Disturbances are experienced with the highest intensity, accounting for 57.4% of the
maximum possible score. Behavioral health issues are experienced at slightly lower intensity,
with 47.0% of the maximum score. In contrast, Suicidal Ideation is the least prevalent and
experienced at the lowest intensity, with only 32.0% of the maximum score.

The regression analysis was conducted to identify potential patterns when the mental
health composite score was categorized into three groups. The results in Table 4.6 reveal similar
patterns across gender, age, and internet addiction. Specifically, mental health issues were found
to be more pronounced in non-binary individuals compared to both males (B = -.80) and females
(B =-.22), as well as in senior high school students (B = 28), particularly in terms of emotional

disturbances.
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Regarding religion, the SDA group reported significantly lower levels of mental health
issues across all three categories when compared to those with no religion group, with a notable
lower score in behavioral health issues (B = -.15) and suicidal ideation (B = -.24). Ethnic
differences were also observed, with Black and Asian groups experiencing fewer issues in
emotional disturbances (B =-.18, B =-.14) and behavioral health (B =-.15, B =-.17) compared
to multi-ethnic groups. Meanwhile, the White group exhibited lower levels of suicidal ideation
(B =-.18) compared to the multi-ethnic group.

The analysis also demonstrated a positive relationship between internet addiction (IA)
and all three mental health categories. However, IA showed a stronger association with
emotional disturbances and behavioral health issues than with Suicidal Ideation. The lower
association with Suicidal Ideation suggests that while internet addiction may contribute to
various mental health issues, it is more closely related to emotional and behavioral difficulties
than to suicidal thoughts.

The parallel regression analysis conducted on the two subscales of internet addiction—IA
Loss and TA Craving—reveals some interesting patterns related to mental health and
demographic factors. As presented in Table 4.7, the findings indicate trends that align with those
observed in the previous analysis (Table 4.6).

Non-binary individuals and senior high school students both showed more significant
emotional disturbances, suggesting that these groups may experience heightened challenges in
managing their emotions. Among male and female groups, males reported similar levels of
mental health issues related to behavioral health and suicide ideation (B = -.75), while females
expressed more pronounced concerns with emotional disturbances and behavior health issues (B

=-.21, B=-.28) . On the other hand, suicide among senior high school students was notably less
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of an issue compared to the other two categories, which may reflect a lower incidence of severe
suicidal ideation in this group, or potentially differing coping mechanisms, or support systems
available to this age group.

Regarding religion, Seventh-day Adventists (SDA) reported lower mental health issues
across all three categories. In comparison, Non-SDA Protestants experienced fewer issues related
to behavioral health (B = -.16), and Catholics showed lower levels of suicidal ideation (B =-.17)
compared to the non-religion group. This suggests that religious affiliation may have a distinct
influence on mental health outcomes, with different faiths potentially offering varying levels of
support or coping mechanisms that impact emotional well-being, behavioral health, and suicidal
thoughts.

For ethnicity, Asian, Black, and White groups experienced lower mental health issues
related to behavioral health (B =-.17, B=-.15, B = -.18). Additionally, Asians and Blacks
reported fewer emotional disturbances (B = -.14, B =-.18), while the White group experienced
fewer mental health issues related to suicide (B = -.18) compared to the multi-ethnic group.
These findings suggest that ethnicity may play a role in shaping mental health outcomes, with
individuals from Asian, Black, and White backgrounds potentially benefiting from different
cultural factors, coping strategies, or support systems that help moderate emotional and
behavioral challenges, as well as reduce the risk of suicidal ideation.

Aligning with previous findings, mental health composite scores (see Table 4.6) indicate
that both Internet Addiction (IA) Loss, and IA Craving positively correlate with mental health
issues across all three categories. This means that as mental health issues increase, the Loss of
Control over internet use and Cravings for internet engagement also rise. Notably, Internet

Addiction Craving emerges as a more critical determinant of mental health issues, with
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significant effects on emotional disturbance (B = .20), behavior disturbance (B =.17), and
Suicidal Ideation (B = .18). In contrast, Internet Addiction Loss of Control appears to be more
pronounced in its effect on behavior disturbance (B = .18).

These findings indicate that the Loss of control over internet use and the Craving for
internet engagement are closely connected to the severity of mental health issues: the impact is
greater in IA Craving. Region was found to be not a statistically significant predictor of mental
health issues or internet addiction, either in the composite score or in the sub-scale scores, except
the Midwest (B = .09), which has slightly higher suicide ideation issues when compared to
Canada.

Discussion
Mental Health Issues

Mental health issues among youths receive significant public attention, often creating the
perception that they are overwhelmingly prevalent. However, findings from this study indicate
that while mental health concerns exist, their overall occurrence is moderate rather than extreme.
The U.S. Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality (2022) reported that approximately 15%
of youths aged 10 to 19 have a diagnosed mental health disorder, reflecting an increase from
previous years. Despite this, data from the present study suggest that when examining six
specific mental health issues—anxiety/nervousness, sleep disturbances, sadness/depression,
eating disorders, suicidal thoughts, and suicide attempts—their combined prevalence falls within
the low-to-moderate range, averaging 45.6% of the maximum possible score. While youth
mental health remains a critical concern, the perception of a widespread crisis may be influenced
by media framing, evolving diagnostic practices, and societal influences rather than a dramatic

Increase in severe cases.
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Among the six mental health issues examined, anxiety or nervousness was the most
reported issue, followed by sleep disturbances and depression. These findings are consistent with
previous studies (Gupta & Praghan, 2018; Kuess et al., 2016; Xiang et al., 2024), which also
identified anxiety as a leading mental health concern among adolescents. In contrast, eating
disorders, suicidal thoughts, and suicide attempts were the least frequently reported issues in this
study, a pattern that aligns with global statistics. For instance, the World Health Organization
(2021) found that eating disorders affect fewer than 1% of teenagers, while the Agency for
Healthcare Research and Quality (2022) reported that 16% of high school students had made a
suicide plan in the past year.

These patterns reflect modern adolescents' increasing pressures, including academic
demands, extracurricular expectations, and uncertainty about the future. The high prevalence of
anxiety and sleep disturbances may stem from chronic stress, social comparison, and disrupted
sleep habits, exacerbated by technology use and digital engagement. Meanwhile, the lower
prevalence of eating disorders and suicidal ideation may be influenced by underreporting due to
stigma or targeted mental health interventions that help mitigate severe cases. Understanding
these trends is essential for developing effective mental health strategies that address both
common and severe challenges faced by today’s youth.

Mental Health Issues and Demographics
Gender

The study found that non-binary individuals experience higher rates of mental health
issues compared to both males and females, particularly in emotional disturbances. This aligns
with a growing body of research, including meta-analysis research by Klinger et al. (2024),

which examined non-binary youth across six countries and confirmed that they face a
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significantly more significant mental health burden than their cisgender peers. The heightened
distress among non-binary individuals can be attributed to factors such as stigma, victimization,
gender dysphoria, and prolonged stress responses to these challenges. Living in a world that
often misunderstands or invalidates their identity creates a constant state of psychological strain,
making it difficult to access the same level of social and institutional support available to others.

At the same time, data show notable gender differences in mental health trends among
males and females. Generally, males report lower rates of mental health concerns than females,
particularly in behavioral health issues such as eating and sleeping disorders. Males also
experience lower rates of suicidal ideation compared to both females and non-binary individuals.
This pattern is consistent with prior research; for instance, Kessler et al. (2013) found that eating
disorders like Bulimia Nervosa and Binge Eating Disorder were more prevalent among females,
while Conklin et al. (2019) observed that female youths were more likely to suffer from sleep
disturbances. Social and cultural factors likely play a role in these disparities. For example,
young women tend to engage more with social media, which increases their exposure to
cyberbullying—a known contributor to higher rates of depression, self-harm, and suicidality
(Abi-Jaoude et al., 2020).
Age

The findings reveal that senior high students experience more mental health issues than
junior high students, particularly in terms of emotional disturbances such as anxiety and
depression. Additionally, for senior high schoolers, the prevalence of suicidal ideation is lower
than that of their emotional and behavioral disturbances.

Previous research has shown that adolescents often face unique stressors contributing to

anxiety and depression (Freedman et al., 2001; Guillen, 1994; World Health Organization,
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2021). For senior high schoolers, increased responsibilities, such as managing academic
pressures, career planning, and social obligations, can create significant emotional strain. As they
transition into adulthood, seniors may also experience social disconnection, feeling distanced
from peers due to separate life paths after graduation. This is particularly impactful because peer
relationships are considered one of the most influential factors in adolescents' mental well-being.
Such disconnection can lead to loneliness and isolation, further compounded by the uncertainties
of post-graduation life, a stressor that junior high schoolers have not yet encountered.

Despite experiencing higher levels of emotional disturbances, seniors report lower rates
of suicidal ideation. This disparity may be attributed to several factors. Seniors often develop
more mature coping mechanisms, which help them build emotional resilience. This mental
strength allows them to recover from difficult experiences and grow stronger with each challenge
(Kellot, 2024). Their broader perspective and life experience enable them to see challenges as
temporary and manageable rather than overwhelming, at least compared to students who are a
few years younger. Additionally, the researcher in this study speculates that senior high
schoolers may have greater access to support systems, having formed stronger relationships with
mentors, friends, or counselors. These networks could provide valuable emotional support,
which can help these older students navigate difficult times more effectively.

Ethnicity

This study found that the multi-ethnic group tends to experience mental health issues at
higher rates compared to other ethnicities. This is consistent with the findings of Garcia et al.
(2019), who showed that youths of mixed ethnicity had poorer mental health in comparison to
peers who were of a single race or ethnic group. Multiracial youths scored 10% higher on

questions about feeling sadness and/or hopelessness, about 7 to 10% higher on feeling alone, and
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6% higher on suicidal ideation, outscoring white youths and those of single-ethnicity
backgrounds in every mental health issue on the survey. This implies that even outside the
context of parochial schools or internet use, youths with multiple ethnicities in their heritage
have a higher vulnerability to mental health issues.

Garcia et al. (2019) made a few guesses as to why this category of youths is particularly
susceptible to mental health issues. They posited that struggling with identity, internal conflict
over a sense of belonging (or not belonging), deficient self-esteem, feelings of isolation, and
stress in social situations all create a unique experience for children of mixed-ethnic
backgrounds. While some may assume that a mixed individual has access to the best of both (or
even more than two) worlds, it would seem that these mixed children identify more with the
disadvantages of each bloodline than their own unique identity’s disadvantages. Garcia et al.
(2019) cite hardships such as racism, ethnocentric attitudes of authorities, and social pressures to
conform contribute to the mixed person’s compounding issues.

Steen-Olsen (2013) highlighted how people of mixed ethnicity, especially immigrants,
contend even more with struggles that are common to youths. Having close friends and a feeling
of belonging among one’s peer group are consequential to personal development, upbringing,
and socialization. The opposite experience often entails being excluded or bullied, leading to
feeling isolated, misjudged, and devalued. These are just the sentiments common to all youths.
For multi-ethnic youths who cannot find others to whom they relate, the experience is even more
acute.

Steen-Olson (2013) provided the example of Turkish youths being raised in Norway, who
were repulsed by the irreverent attitude of their peers toward parental authority and did not wish

to take part in their second culture. Then on the other hand, when they visited family in Turkey,
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their cousins pressured them to assume subservient gender roles as females and the multi-ethnic
children found that there was no haven for them in their first culture. These experiences help to
illustrate how one can find peers but keep finding incompatibilities that make them feel like they
cannot embrace those friends.

Further illuminating the experience of multi-ethnic people, the Michigan Daily reported
on a group of Asian American organizations that advocated for other people who felt a similar
plight (Bickerton, 2021). The group publicized a term, ‘cultural homelessness,” which they
defined as “a phenomenon that occurs when mixed-race people feel a tension between loyalty to
their parents’ cultural or racial identity and the need to be accepted by the outside world” (para.
6). This term highlights the feeling of being torn between two worlds but also a simultaneous
feeling of aloneness. Furthermore, the group described the common sentiment among people of
mixed race entering community spaces, for example, schools, and after observing all the art and
cultural representations on campus, find nothing that relates directly to them. The cumulative
effect of such experiences is a detriment to mental health. It is a disadvantage on top of the other
everyday experiences of multi-ethnic people, such as a feeling of failure to live up to family
expectations or being ogled for being visually different.

The data from this study shows that Asians report lower rates of behavioral health issues,
such as sleeping and eating disorders. One possible explanation is that specific cultural values—
such as prioritizing education, respecting authority, and maintaining group harmony—ypromote
structured lifestyles that support healthy behaviors (Palacios & Trivedi, 2009; Robinson-Wood,
2017). However, another possibility is that these low reports reflect underreporting rather than
actual well-being. Many Asian cultures stigmatize mental health issues, emphasizing emotional

restraint, saving face, and avoiding shame, which can discourage individuals from
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acknowledging or discussing their struggles (Maeshima & Parent, 2022). Additionally, the
stigma surrounding mental health services may lead Asian individuals to hesitate in seeking help,
fearing that it could be seen as a personal failure. Given these factors, further research is needed
to determine whether the lower reported rates of behavioral health accurately reflect a relatively
low occurrence of mental health issues or whether these result from cultural norms that
discourage self-disclosure.

Data from this study also shows that White individuals report low rates of suicidal
ideation and behavioral health issues. This is not very surprising as many articles report a racial
advantage among White individuals in the mental health realm. There are many suggestions as to
what may contribute to these lower occurrences of issues. Garcia et al. (2019) observed White
and Black people and found that being from a White background had more substantial protective
effects when it came to control over life. Furthermore, they observed that the White subjects
seemed to be better educated on risks that could lead to death. This may include an awareness of
how mental health issues occur and where to seek help. Maeshima and Parent (2022) also noted
that there is less of a stigma within White culture seeking help for mental health problems than in
Black culture. Furthermore, White youths have double the likelihood of accessing mental health
care compared to Black and Latino youths (McGuire & Miranda, 2008). Though many additional
factors probably influence the scores that White students received in this study, the above
insights are likely significant contributors to mental health in White adolescents.

In addition to the above-discussed categories in which various ethnicities had lower
scores, Black individuals also reported few emotional disturbances. Black adolescents may often
develop resilience through cultural values, strong family ties, and faith, which help them cope

with emotional challenges. Many rely on adaptive strategies such as humor, music, and sports to
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manage stress and maintain emotional well-being. Compared to the Multi-Ethnic group, all
other ethnicities showed relatively low amounts of mental health issues. This may not be
surprising to some, as there is an abundance of literature discussing how ethnic minorities have a
multitude of stressors and challenges in life in addition to being underserved in general when it
comes to getting professional health with mental health issues (American Psychological
Association, 2017; McGuire & Miranda, 2008).

Though it may sound as if most adolescents are doing well without many mental health
issues, regardless of their ethnicities, that is not the case. The Black, Hispanic, Asian, and White
groups may perform significantly better than the Multi-Ethnic group. However, when looking at
these youths overall, the occurrence of mental health problems in this study was moderate. This
was somewhat expected as literature in this field has often mentioned that several challenges and
susceptibility to various mental health problems mark the turbulent years of adolescence.
Overall, the data from this study highlights that ethnicity has an unfortunate link with mental
health struggles, and hopefully, research and advocacy will ease this burden as time progresses.
Religion

Regarding the influence of religion, the present study found that religiosity positively
affects mental health. Seventh-day Adventists (SDA) experience lower rates of emotional
disturbances, behavioral health issues, and suicidal ideation. Among the non-SDA groups,
Protestants report comparatively low behavioral health issues, while Catholics experience lower
rates of suicidal ideation. In contrast, individuals with no religious affiliation reported the highest
prevalence of mental health concerns.

Very little scholarly literature discusses particular Christian denominations and their

mental health trends. Much of the literature studies the Christian body because they believe that
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denominations have far more in common than differences. Nonetheless, if this researcher were to
speculate, the SDA group has a particular advantage that helps to explain their lower rates of
emotional disturbances, behavioral health issues, and suicidal ideation. SDAs may be influenced
by their distinctive lifestyle practices, strong community support, and focus on holistic well-
being. Their emphasis on physical, emotional, and spiritual health could contribute to lower
mental health risks, though further research is needed to confirm direct causation. It is possible
that aspects of the SDA lifestyle—such as a plant-heavy diet, regular exercise, Sabbath rest,
spiritual practices, and strong social bonds—may offer mental health benefits, but additional
empirical support is required.

Similarly, Christians in general, which includes the Protestant and Catholic communities,
seem to have an advantage over those with no religion. The findings in this study appear to align
with McCullough and Willoughby’s (2009) assertion that religion influences self-control,
lifestyle choices, and resilience. Religious communities foster social support and promote health-
oriented behaviors, which may help explain this study's positive mental health outcomes. In
addition, supportive relationships within religious communities, particularly peer interactions,
have been linked to increased youth efficacy, improving mental health, academic achievement,
and vocational success, particularly in high-risk environments. Furthermore, religious and
community involvement among youths and their parents has been associated with stronger social
networks, greater access to resources, and enhanced civic engagement, all of which benefit youth
development. While more research is needed to confirm these associations, these connections
provide a foundation of support to help individuals navigate life’s challenges (American

Psychological Association, 2017).
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Mental Health Issues and Internet Addiction

This study found that as mental health issues increase, tendencies toward internet
addiction also rise, albeit with a weak to moderate correlation. Although the relationship is not
strongly pronounced, it aligns with much existing literature. For instance, Kuss et al. (2016)
suggested that individuals experiencing mental health challenges may use the internet as a
coping mechanism, seeking support in its accessibility. Similarly, those with social anxiety may
find comfort in virtual social spaces, which are often perceived as less intimidating than face-to-
face interactions.

The relationship between anxiety and internet addiction has been consistently supported
by research. Studies such as those by Gao et al. (2022) and Li et al. (2019) demonstrate that
higher levels of anxiety are associated with increased internet addiction. Impulsivity also
emerges as a critical factor in this context. Obeid et al. (2019) reported that students with
heightened impulsivity are more susceptible to internet addiction, while Huang et al. (2023)
identified a significant link between problematic internet use (PIU) and suicidal ideation in
students with impulsive tendencies. These findings suggest that internet addiction is closely tied
to underlying psychological vulnerabilities. While the internet can offer temporary relief or a
sense of escape, it may inadvertently reinforce maladaptive behaviors or exacerbate pre-existing
mental health conditions.

The study's findings also reveal that Internet Addiction Craving is a more critical
determinant of mental health issues, encompassing emotional disturbances, behavioral
disturbances, and suicidal ideation, than Internet Addiction Loss of Control, which appears more
pronounced in behavioral disturbances. This insight may represent a new contribution to the field

of youth internet addiction research. The reasons individuals crave internet use are varied, and
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the factors contributing to emotional and behavioral disturbances, as well as suicidal ideation,
also vary. One possibility could be an ever-present discomfort that often occurs in addicts. Leng
et al.’s (2019) study observed that cravings in internet addicts are continuously present, meaning
that the urge to do internet-related behavior is always there. However, such temptation is not like
a subtle and steady background noise, but rather it varies in intensity. Thus, these constantly
shifting emotions are likely to cause a variety of disturbances in young people who are craving to
spend time on internet-connected devices. In addition to being disruptive to daily life, the
unpredictability of these feelings makes it hard to adapt and stabilize emotionally. These
unfortunate effects of cravings can affect people in any category.

From a physiological standpoint, Leng et al. (2019) identified key brain regions affected
by these cravings, including the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex, anterior cingulate cortex, and right
inferior parietal lobe—areas integral to emotional regulation, decision-making, and impulse
control. Dysregulation in these regions can exacerbate cravings in individuals with anxiety or
depression, making them more prone to seeking immediate relief through behaviors such as
compulsive social media use, excessive internet browsing, or prolonged online gaming.

Moreover, Woodward et al. (2019) connected feelings of shame and self-objectification
with individuals suffering from eating disorders, suggesting that these emotions may have a dual
effect on internet cravings. Youths experiencing these negative feelings might turn to unhealthy
online communities that validate their personal beliefs about body image, thereby reinforcing
those beliefs and even providing tips to achieve their goals. In this way, body image concerns
can translate into cravings for social acceptance, perpetuating the unhealthy lifestyle they form.

Additionally, individuals with eating disorders may use the Internet as a form of avoidance,
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distracting themselves from feelings of shame and self-objectification through endless scrolling
on social media or long video sessions.

Studies have established that those with eating disorders are also at an increased risk for
suicidal thoughts (Joiner et al., 2022). In fact, Smith et al. (2018) reported that 25-33% of
individuals with an eating disorder experience suicidal ideation. However, it remains unclear
whether suicidal thoughts, disordered eating, or excessive internet use serve as the primary
trigger, or if they mutually exacerbate one another. Further research is needed to clarify the
relationships among these factors. Kim et al. (2006) have linked excessive internet craving to
increased suicidal thoughts, particularly among adolescents, as the combination of uncontrollable
usage, social isolation, and low self-esteem can foster a deep sense of hopelessness, further
intensifying the mental health challenges faced by this vulnerable population.

On the other hand, Internet Addiction Loss of Control’s effect on behavioral issues, such
as disordered eating and disrupted sleep, may be explained by the Strength Model of Self-
Control introduced by Hagger et al. (2010). Hofmann et al. (2012) elaborated on this model by
conceptualizing self-control as a limited resource that becomes depleted over the course of the
day, leaving individuals more vulnerable to temptations across various domains. This depletion
can diminish one's ability to resist binge eating or to disengage from their smartphone at a
reasonable time, behaviors that align with the observed effects of IA Loss of Control. Moreover,
Hofmann et al. (2012) found that media-related desires, including checking emails, engaging in
social networking, and surfing the web, rank among the most difficult to resist—surpassing even
fundamental needs like eating and sleeping, as well as temptations such as alcohol and tobacco.
This evidence suggests that both the loss of control over internet use and the resulting strong

cravings contribute significantly to behavioral disturbances.
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Chapter Summary

This chapter explores the relationship between mental health and internet addiction, with
findings suggesting that participants overall exhibit low to moderate levels of mental health
issues. Various factors, such as gender, age, religion, and ethnicity, were found to influence
adolescents' mental health in different ways. Non-binary adolescents reported higher levels of
mental health issues compared to their male and female counterparts. On the other hand, males
generally experienced lower levels of mental health issues. Senior high school students
consistently showed higher levels of mental health problems compared to junior high school
students. Religion also played a role, with adolescents who identified as religious reporting lower
levels of mental health issues compared to those who reported no religious affiliation.
Specifically, Seventh-day Adventist (SDA) adolescents experienced fewer mental health
challenges. In contrast, multi-ethnic adolescents reported higher levels of mental health issues
than their peers from other ethnic backgrounds. When examining emotional disturbance,
behavioral disturbance, and suicidal ideation, distinct patterns emerged among different
demographic groups. Females, Asians, and Protestants experienced fewer behavioral health
issues, while males, Catholics, and White adolescents reported lower levels of suicidal ideation.
Interestingly, Black adolescents experienced fewer emotional disturbances.The study also found
a positive correlation between mental health issues and internet addiction (IA). In particular, TA
Craving was more closely associated with emotional disturbance, while IA Loss of Control was
linked to behavioral disturbances. These findings could help in developing targeted interventions

for adolescents dealing with both mental health issues and internet addiction.



Table 4.1

Descriptive Analysis of Mental Health Issues
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Variable M SD  Mini-Max % of Max
Mental Health Composite 228 093 1-5 45.6%
How often have you felt sad or

depressed during the last month 272 121 1-5 54.4%
How often have you felt nervous, anxious, or

on edge during the last month 3.03 127 1-5 60.6%
How often have you felt poor sleep

troubled you in the last month? 285 140 1-5 57.0%
At any time in the past 12 months, did you

seriously think about trying to kill yourself 1.83 1.37 1-5 36.6%
Have you ever tried to kill yourself 1.37 091 1-5 27.4%
Are you now, or have you ever been involved

in an eating disorder (throwing up, avoiding eating)?1.83 1.40 1-5 36.6%

N =128943
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Table 4.2

Pearson Correlation Between Mental Health Issues and Internet Addiction Composite

Mental Health Internet Addiction
Mental Health 1
Internet Addiction 316%* 1

Note. N=9137. p <.001**, Correlation is significant at the .01 level (two-tailed)



137

Table 4.3

Pearson Correlation Between Mental Health Issues and Internet Addiction (IA) Loss and 14
Craving

Mental Health IA Loss IA Craving
Mental Health 1
IA Loss 286 ** 1
IA Craving 283%* 615%* 1

Note. N=9137. p <.001**, Correlation is significant at the .01 level (two-tailed)
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Table 4.4

Regression Analysis Predicting Mental Health Issue with Internet Addiction (IA) Composite, 1A
Loss, IA Craving, and Demographic Attributes

Variable B SE P B SE P
Constant 2.14%%* .06 2.14%%* .06

Male ST EREE .03 -42 ST EREE .03 -41
Female - 35%** .03 -.19 =34 %** .03 -.18
Senior DD HFEX .02 A1 DD HFEX .02 A1
SDA - 16%** .03 -.07 - 15%** .03 -.06
Non-SDA Protestant - 12%* .04 -.04 - 12%* .04 -.04
Catholic - 13%* .07 -.02 -12 .07 -.02
American Indian -.02 .07 -.00 -.02 .07 -.00
Black - ]2 %F* .03 -.05 - ]2 %F* .03 -.05
Hispanic -.06%* .03 -.03 -.06%** .03 -.03
Asian - 1] RF* .03 -.04 - 10%** .03 -.04
White - 15%** .03 -.07 - 15%** .03 -.07
Northeast -.01 .03 -.00 -.01 .03 -.00
Midwest .04 .04 .01 .04 .04 .01
South .03 .03 .01 .03 .03 .01
West -.01 .03 -.01 -.01 .03 -.00
IA Composite K] Rola .01 28

IA Loss S 3kE .01 13
IA Craving ] 8HE* .01 18

IA Composite: F' (df) = 132.37*** (16, 9000); R square =0.19.
IA Loss and Craving: F (df) = 125.67*** (17, 8994); R square = 0.19

Note. *p < .05; **p <.01, ***p <.001
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Descriptive Analysis of the Types of Mental Health Issues

139

Variable M SD  Mini-Max % of Max
Emotional Disturbances: Depression and Anxiety 2.87 1.14 1-5 57.4%
Behavioral Health: Eating and Sleeping Disorders 2.35 1.15 1-5 47.0%
Suicidal Ideation 1.0 1.01 1-5 32.0%

N =128943
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Table 4.6

Regression Analysis Predicting Types of Mental Health Issues with Internet Addiction Composite
and Demographic Attributes

Emotional Disturbances Behavioral Health Suicide
Variable B SE B SE B SE
Constant 2.477*** .07 2. 15%%* .07 1.76%** .07
Male - 8QF** .04 - T5FE* .04 - 76F** .04
Female - Q% E* .04 - 28F** .04 -.56%** .04
Senior 2 8F** .02 A Ralalo .02 3k .02
SDA -.09** .04 - 1 5%%* .04 - 24%** .04
Non-SDA Protestant -.09 .05 -.16%* .06 -.16%* .05
Catholic -.05 .08 -.15 .08 - 17** .08
American Indian -12 .08 -.02 .08 A2 .08
Black - 1 8F** .04 - ] 5%** .04 -.00 .04
Hispanic -.07 .04 -.07 .04 -.04 .04
Asian - 14%%* .04 N Vi .04 .01 .04
White -.06 .04 -.18 .04 - 18%** .03
Northeast .04 .04 -.08 .04 .02 .04
Midwest .04 .05 -.03 .05 .09%** .04
South .06 .04 -.04 .04 .05 .04
West .03 .04 -.08 .04 .02 .03
IA Composite 35k .01 35k .01 2 5wE .01

Emotional Disturbances : F' (df) = 114.37*** (16, 8994); R square = 0.17
Behavioral Health: F (df) = 108.71*** (16, 9000); R square = 0.15
Suicide: F (df) = 68.87*** (16, 8898); R square =0.11

Note. *p <.05; **p <.01, ***p <001
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Regression Analysis Predicting Group of Mental Health Issues with Internet Addiction

Composite and Demographic Attributes
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Emotional Disturbances Behavioral Health Suicide
Variable B SE B SE B SE
Constant 2.50%** .07 2. 15%%* .07 1.76%** .07
Male A ke .04 - T5FE* .04 - T5FE* .04
Female - 2] HE* .04 - 28F** .04 -.54%** .04
Senior 29%** .02 A Ralalo .02 5wk .02
SDA -.08** .04 - 1 5%%* .04 - Q3%E* .04
Non-SDA Protestant -.09 .05 -.16%* .06 -.15 .05
Catholic -.04 .08 -.15 .08 ~17%* .08
American Indian -13 .08 -.02 .08 A1 .08
Black - 1 8F** .04 - ] 5%** .04 -.00 .04
Hispanic -.07 .04 -.07 .04 -.03 .04
Asian - 14%%* .04 N Vi .04 .02 .04
White -.06 .04 - 18%** .04 - 18%** .03
Northeast .04 .04 -.08 .04 .02 .04
Midwest .04 .05 -.03 .05 .09%** .04
South .06 .04 -.05 .04 .05 .04
West .03 .04 -.08 .04 .02 .03
IA Loss A 5%** .02 1 8F** .02 Q7%** .01
IA Craving 20%** .02 7R .02 8F** .01

Emotional Disturbances : F (df) = 108.47*** (17, 8988); R square =0.17
Behavioral Health: F' (df) = 102.31%** (17, 8994); R square = 0.15

Suicide: F (df) = 66.81*%** (17, 8892); R square = 0.11

Note. *p <.05, **p <.01, ***p <.00
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CHAPTER 5
INTERNET USE, INTERNET ADDICTION, AND MENTAL HEALTH

This chapter explores the relationship between internet use frequency, internet addiction,
and mental health, focusing on three primary usage purposes: schoolwork, entertainment, and
social networking. It begins with a review of previous research on these categories to establish
foundational insights. The chapter then analyzes results using regression and slope analysis to
examine how varying usage levels—low, medium, and high—affect internet addiction and
mental well-being. The discussion section compares findings, offering potential explanations for
observed patterns. Finally, the chapter concludes by summarizing key insights and outlining
broader implications for understanding the impact of internet use on mental health and addictive
behaviors.

Previous Research

Many researchers from around the world have associated the use of the Internet with
mental health issues. On the other hand, researchers have also found areas with no significant
effect and areas with positive mental health outcomes. In the argument for the internet being
detrimental to mental health, some scholars theorize that internet use can interfere with real-life
friendships and social activity, displacing valuable time and robbing young people of these
quality experiences, therefore leading to more depression. (Cooper, 2006; Sun et al., 2005).
Conversely, some researchers argue that the internet can positively affect mental health. This is
achieved by expanding one’s social reach, leading to an improved sense of self-esteem and well-
being, as evidenced in studies showing that internet use leads to lower rates of depression

(LaRose et al, 2001; Morgan & Cotten, 2003; Valkenburg & Peter, 2007). As evidenced through
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just these examples, one can see that internet use and its relationship with mental health are not a
simple matter.

These conflicting perspectives underline the complex and multifaceted relationship
between internet activity and one’s sense of equilibrium. Given the abundance of seemingly
contradictory findings, it is essential to consider the context of internet use, including its intended
purpose and the characteristics of its users, to understand its diverse impacts on mental well-
being better.

Relationship Frequency of Purpose, Internet Addiction, and Mental Health
Schoolwork

Students’ habit of increasingly relying on the internet has raised concerns about the
potential of internet addiction and their mental health. Many scholarly articles (Aktepe et al.,
2013; Frangos et al., 2011; Montag et al., 2010) have provided insight into which types of
activities expose students to such risks. While research indicates that excessive engagement in
entertainment and social interactions online is linked to problematic internet use, educational
internet use appears to have the opposite effect, potentially mitigating addiction risks. Studies
suggest that internet use for socializing, leisure, and emotional engagement increases the
likelihood of developing problematic internet behaviors. In contrast, using the internet for
academic and informational purposes has been associated with a lower risk of addiction (Aktepe
et al., 2013; Frangos et al., 2011; Montag et al., 2010). Jiang et al. (2023) further found that
youth who engage in entertainment-oriented internet use are more prone to internet addiction. In
contrast, students who primarily use the internet for educational purposes exhibit lower addiction
tendencies. These findings suggest that structured and purposeful academic internet use can help

mitigate the risks of excessive screen time.
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Students' learning approaches also influence their internet use patterns. Yilmaz and
Orhan (2010) identified two groups: deep learners who are more likely to use the internet for
academic research and assignments, and surface learners who tend to use it for general purposes.
However, the researchers say there is no significant difference between these groups regarding
non-educational activities such as chatting and entertainment. Additionally, students assigned
study tasks requiring internet research engage in academic internet use more frequently than
those without such assignments. This suggests that academic demands shape students' digital
behaviors and can encourage more productive online engagement, likely decreasing their
chances of developing problematic internet use habits.

Beyond learning styles, thinking styles also play a role in determining how effectively
students utilize educational technology. Chen and Ji (2015) found that those having concrete
reasoning, a thinking style rooted in facts rather than abstract concepts, benefit more from
educational personal electronic device use, showing noticeable academic improvements. This
demonstrates how internet use especially benefits certain people regarding their education.
However, regardless of thinking style, excessive device use for entertainment and social
communication negatively affects academic performance. This shows that all students are
susceptible to the detriments of internet use when their activities are unbalanced.

Jiang et al. (2023) also believed that skill level and literacy in internet use have some
protective qualities against internet addiction. Using the internet for education had an adverse
effect on internet addiction, in contrast to entertainment-related uses like chatting, socializing, or
playing games, which increased the measure of addiction. Looking at five different aspects of

internet literacy, they found that the one related to self-control and time management was the
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only type of literacy that effectively reduced addiction. Besides that category, literacy involving
critical thinking was the next most protective factor.

Additionally, academic stress has been identified as a key factor influencing students'
internet use and mental health. Empirical studies have confirmed a positive correlation between
academic stress and problematic internet use, with students experiencing higher stress levels
being more likely to engage in excessive online behaviors (Chao et al., 2023; Jeong et al., 2019).
General Strain Theory (Agnew, 1992; Jun & Choi, 2015) explains the relationship where high
levels of academic stress bring negative emotions, such as anxiety and frustration, and these steer
students toward behaviors such as internet use. Adolescents who struggle to manage these
emotions may resort to excessive internet use to relieve the discomfort (Chemnad et al., 2024).

While academic pressure is often cited as a contributor to mental health issues, research
indicates that increased homework time does not necessarily lead to higher levels of depression.
In fact, adolescents who spend more time on homework tend to show lower depressive
symptoms (Galloway et al., 2013; Neighmond, 2013). Moreover, Twenge et al. (2017) observed
the opposite of that situation between 2012 and 2015, when a decline in homework time
coincided with an increase in depressive symptoms. This suggests that the academic workload
does not directly contribute to mental health concerns and that factors beyond school-related
stress are in play.

Though the current understanding of how education-oriented use affects internet
addiction and mental health is still quite vague, there are some helpful concepts identified in this
area. Most studies confirm that using the internet for schoolwork and learning has a lower
association with internet addiction, especially when compared to using the internet for

entertainment (Jiang et al., 2023). Learning styles, thinking styles, and particular facets of
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internet literacy have some helpful effects that decrease addiction risk. However, there is a risk
that the pressure to perform academically may lead to negative emotions. In such cases, scholars
have linked mental health issues to the use of the internet for educational purposes.
Entertainment

Primack et al. (2009) observed that the relationship between screen time and depression
is dose-dependent: for every additional hour of media exposure, the odds of developing
depression increase significantly. This idea further solidifies the concern that excessive internet
use, especially for entertainment purposes, poses a risk for mental health problems. Furthermore,
Morgan and Cotten (2003) recorded that activities such as online shopping and gaming become
more closely associated with depressive symptoms as the time spent on these platforms
increases.

Twenge et al. (2018) explored two key factors related to youths using the internet for
entertainment: the displacement of time and social substitutions. It highlights a concerning link
between increased screen time and a rise in depressive symptoms, suicide-related outcomes, and
suicide rates among U.S. adolescents after 2010. The study suggests that more screen time may
replace time spent on in-person activities, reducing face-to-face social interactions. Twenge et al.
further noted that adolescents who spend more time online and less time socializing offline tend
to experience higher levels of depressive symptoms.

Whitty and McLaughlin (2007) explain why entertainment on the internet, even if it does
involve socialization, can lead to depressive symptoms. They explore the idea of social isolation
or loneliness in the online environment. People often turn to the internet for entertainment and
social connection, yet this can ironically lead to feelings of loneliness. The platforms designed

for social interaction might make individuals feel isolated if they replace genuine, in-person
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connections with virtual ones, which often do not provide the same emotional support and
fulfillment. This supports the findings by Twenge et al. (2018) of increased depression as time
devoted to entertainment and the internet displaced time that could be spent interacting with
others offline.

A study by Kim et al. (2017) further supported this, finding that excessive entertainment
consumption online, such as engaging with gaming and other forms of entertainment, can lead to
depressive symptoms, loneliness, anxiety, and low self-esteem. The key issue identified in their
research is the imbalance created by this excessive use, which can disrupt other aspects of life
beyond just social interactions. They also cite disturbances to schoolwork and sleep. The
displacement of real-world activities in favor of screen-based activities could contribute to an
unhealthy routine that negatively affects physical and mental health.

Social Networking

Social media can serve as a valuable tool for mental well-being by providing access to
support networks, fostering self-expression, and encouraging help-seeking behaviors. Vidal and
Katzenstein (2025) highlighted that social media allows individuals, especially children and
teens, to find communities that affirm their identities and offer emotional support, notably when
such support is lacking in their immediate environment. These platforms enable communication
and connection despite geographical barriers or social anxiety. Moreover, social media can play
a critical role by helping them access professional care and health information, as well as giving
them an outlet to affirm aspects of their identity, such as sexual orientation.

While social media has benefits, limiting its use has been shown to improve mental
health outcomes. Studies suggest that reducing time spent on social media can significantly

decrease depression and anxiety symptoms. Hunt et al. (2018) conducted a randomized



148

controlled trial on college-aged youth. They found that restricting social media usage to 30
minutes per day over three weeks led to a 35% improvement in depression severity, particularly
for individuals with pre-existing high levels of depression. Similarly, another study involving
young adults and adults discovered that completely deactivating a social media platform for four
weeks improved subjective well-being, as measured by self-reported happiness, life satisfaction,
and reduced depression and anxiety symptoms. According to Allcott et al. (2020), this effect was
comparable to 25-40% of the benefits of psychological interventions such as self-help therapy,
group training, and individual therapy.

Excessive use of social media has been linked to adverse mental health outcomes,
particularly among adolescents and young adults. The U.S. Surgeon General’s Advisory (2023)
has expressed concerns regarding the harmful effects of prolonged social media exposure on
children and teens. Riehm et al. 's (2019) longitudinal cohort study of U.S. adolescents aged 12—
15 found that those who spent more than three hours per day on social media had twice the risk
of experiencing symptoms of depression and anxiety. By 2021, their data revealed that 8th and
10th graders were spending an average of 3.5 hours daily on social media, further exacerbating
concerns over youth mental health.

Research has identified various psychological and behavioral issues associated with
excessive social media use. Bekalu, McCloud, and Viswanath (2019) found that individuals who
frequently check social media report lower well-being and poorer self-rated health. Studies
focusing on specific platforms, such as Facebook, have uncovered significant correlations
between social media addiction and mental health disorders. Frost and Rickwood (2017)
identified issues such as anxiety, depression, negative body image, increased alcohol use,

emotional dysregulation, lower psychological flexibility, and narcissistic tendencies among
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frequent users. Furthermore, Rosen et al. (2013) found that frequent Facebook usage was
significantly associated with more severe mental health conditions, including bipolar mania,
narcissism, antisocial behavior, and paranoid histrionic disorders.

A particularly unique feature of social media use is the fear of missing out (FOMO).
Woods and Scott (2016) said that many youths have an emotional investment in social media,
making them anxious when they cannot engage with messages on time. They often feel pressure
to be always available so they can respond to incoming notifications. The researchers pointed out
that this anxiety also translates into loss of sleep for many youths, which has implications for
mental health. Montag et al. 2023 found that FOMO can lead people to social networking use
disorder. The reverse is also true, and people can develop a problem with FOMO after
developing a bad habit of staying on social media.

Besides compulsive social media use, anxiety, and insomnia, Dhir et al. (2018)
highlighted many mental issues that have also been associated with high FOMO. These include
depression and negative emotions, eating disorders, emotional tensions, low life satisfaction,
competency, and personal interconnection, and even deterioration of physical well-being.

While social networking offers opportunities for connection, self-expression, and mental
health support, its excessive use can have severe consequences for psychological well-being. The
line between beneficial engagement and overuse is crucial, as research consistently demonstrates
that limiting social media exposure can significantly improve mental health outcomes. Given the
growing concerns surrounding the effects of prolonged usage, further research is needed to fully
understand how social media influences mental health and develop effective strategies for

fostering healthier digital habits.
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Results

This chapter categorizes the frequency of internet use for different purposes—
schoolwork, entertainment, and social networking—into three levels: low, medium, and high.

The first three analyses, presented in Tables 5.1, 5.2, and 5.3, examine the relationship
between internet addiction and the frequency of internet use for three distinct purposes:
schoolwork, entertainment, and social networking. The results indicate that the frequency of
internet use is statistically significant and that it impacts internet addiction, with variations
depending on the purpose of use.

Table 5.1 presents the results for the frequency of internet use for schoolwork. The
findings show minimal differences in the regression coefficients among low (B = .29), medium
(B =.27), and high (B = .28) frequency of use. However, the results suggest that lower levels of
internet use for schoolwork may have a more significant influence on the likelihood of internet
addiction.

Table 5.2 presents the results for the frequency of internet use for entertainment purposes.
The findings show distinct differences across different levels of use. Low entertainment use (B =
.27) has the most substantial impact on internet addiction, followed by a medium degree of use
(B =.22). Notably, high entertainment use (B = .13) has the least influence on internet addiction,
with a 51.85% decrease compared to low levels of use. These results suggest that individuals
who engage in high-frequency internet use for entertainment purposes may experience lower
levels of internet addiction compared to those with lower or moderate use.

Table 5.3 presents the results for the frequency of internet use for social networking
purposes, showing a pattern similar to that of internet use for entertainment. Low social

networking use (B = .28) has the strongest impact on internet addiction, followed by medium use
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(B =.20). Notably, high social networking use (B = .16) has the least influence on internet
addiction, with a 42.86% decrease compared to low levels of use. These results suggest that
individuals who frequently use the internet for social networking may experience lower levels of
internet addiction compared to those with lower or moderate use.

Since the frequency of internet use influences internet addiction differently, depending on
the purpose of use, the three subsequent analyses examine how this relationship extends to
mental health issues. The results reveal a similar pattern, showing that the frequency of internet
use for different purposes also has a statistically significant influence on mental health issues.

Table 5.4 presents the results for the frequency of internet use for schoolwork. The
findings indicate that students with low internet use for schoolwork (B = .20) experience stronger
mental health issues compared to those with medium (B = .18) and high (B = .17) usage.
Although the differences in B coefficients are not substantial, the trend suggests that students
who use the internet more frequently for schoolwork tend to experience fewer mental health
issues. This implies that engaging in educational purposes may have a protective effect on
students' mental well-being.

Table 5.5 presents the results for the frequency of internet use for entertainment. The
findings contrast with those of schoolwork use, indicating that students with low internet use for
entertainment (B = .11) experience fewer mental health issues compared to those with medium
and high levels of entertainment use. Both of which have a B coefficient of .13. This suggests
that the more students engage in internet use for entertainment, the higher their mental health
issues tend to be.

Table 5.6 presents the results for the frequency of internet use for social networking. The

findings follow the same pattern as entertainment use, indicating that low social networking use
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(B =.06) is associated with fewer mental health issues compared to medium (B = .14) and high
(B =.11) use. Notably, students who engage in medium levels of social networking experience
the highest impact on mental health issues, with an influence more than double that of those with
low usage. This suggests that moderate engagement in social networking may contribute to
higher mental health issues compared to both low and high levels of use.

The slope analysis was conducted to confirm how the frequency of internet use
influences internet addiction for different purposes (e.g., schoolwork, entertainment, and social
networking). The slopes illustrate whether the relationship between internet use frequency and
internet addiction is strong or weak, depending on the purpose of use. Figure 5.1 presents the
results showing how different purposes of internet use have distinct effects on internet addiction
(Loss of Control and Craving). Schoolwork use has a weak slope. The relatively flat slope for
schoolwork frequency suggests that internet use for school-related tasks does not strongly
influence internet addiction. This finding aligns with the earlier regression results (Table 5.1),
where low, medium, and high schoolwork use had minimal differences in their impact on
addiction. The stability of this slope indicates that educational purposes may not contribute
significantly to internet addiction. Unlike schoolwork use, the slopes for entertainment and social
networking use show a steeper negative trend, indicating an inverse relationship between internet
use frequency and internet addiction. As entertainment and social networking-related internet use
increases, internet addiction decreases. This finding suggests that low-frequency users of
entertainment and social networking may experience higher levels of Internet Addiction Loss of
Control and Craving compared to high-frequency users. This pattern contradicts the common
assumption that excessive use always leads to addiction and instead highlights that sporadic or

moderate use may be more problematic than consistent high use.
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The second slope analysis examined the relationship between mental health issues and
the frequency of internet use for different purposes. Figure 5.2 presents how these factors interact
across schoolwork, entertainment, and social networking use, illustrating whether a higher or
lower frequency of use leads to an increase or decrease in internet addiction and mental health
issues. Notably, the results indicate that low-frequency internet use is associated with higher
mental health issues across all three purposes of use. However, this effect is most pronounced for
schoolwork, suggesting that students who rarely use the internet for academic purposes may be
at greater risk of experiencing mental health problems. At the medium level of internet use,
social networking appears to have the most substantial impact on mental health issues, indicating
that moderate engagement with social media may be particularly problematic. At the high level
of internet use, entertainment-related use becomes the most influential factor, meaning that
excessive engagement with entertainment content is associated with increased risks of mental
health issues. It is possible that students who frequently use the internet for entertainment and
social networking experience more stress, anxiety, or emotional distress, possibly due to social
comparison, excessive screen time, or negative online interactions.

Discussion

The findings from the analyses provide important insights into the relationship between
frequency of internet use, internet addiction, and mental health issues, depending on the purpose
of use. These results align with prior research on the impact of internet use but also introduce
new perspectives, particularly regarding addiction patterns and mental health risks at varying

levels of usage.



154

Internet Purpose Use Frequency and Internet Addiction

The study found that those using the internet for schoolwork tended to be less internet
addicted. The tendency was low but still significant. All three groups showed slightly different
results, whether using the internet at a high, medium, or low degree. This finding is consistent
with previous studies (Aktepe et al., 2013; Frangos et al., 2011; Jiang et al, 2023; Montag et al.,
2010), suggesting that educational use of the internet reduces addiction risks. One of the key
differences between educational use and entertainment or social media use is the goal
orientation. When studying, a person has a goal; once that is achieved, studying will stop. This
contrasts with the unlimited content available through entertainment hubs and social networking
sites, which also intentionally remove barriers so that users can spend a long time engaging with
their platforms. Furthermore, considering the contrast between the low-level stimulus that
academia offers and the fast-paced and highly stimulating entertainment and social networking
platforms, it makes sense that educational content would have a much lower pull-on for young
people to return frequently and stay for long sessions.

The findings reveal an inverse relationship between entertainment and social networking
use and internet addiction. Unlike schoolwork internet use, individuals who engage in low-
frequency entertainment and social networking activities report higher addiction levels than
those who engage frequently. This contradicts earlier studies suggesting that increased
entertainment and social networking use heighten addiction risks (Kim et al., 2017; Primack et
al., 2009; Riehm et al., 2019). The distinction between active and passive social networking sites
is important in understanding how internet use can become problematic. Meaningful interactions
also significantly determine whether internet use leads to adverse outcomes (Escobar-Viera et al.,

2018). Additionally, maintaining a balance between internet use and real-world activities, such
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as social interactions, hobbies, and work-life engagement, helps reduce the risk of addiction. A
psychological factor at play is a sense of control, which refers to an individual’s belief in their
ability to achieve desired outcomes, avoid negative ones, and reach personal goals (Brehm, 1996;
Cui et al., 2019). When individuals feel out of control, they actively seek ways to regain control.
For instance, those who frequently engage in entertainment may naturally self-regulate over time
by choosing structured activities or recognizing when they need breaks, preventing their usage
from becoming compulsive. This self-regulation helps them maintain a balanced lifestyle,
reducing the risk of negative consequences. By recognizing their limits, individuals can ensure
that entertainment remains a healthy, enjoyable activity rather than a disruptive force.

Furthermore, the concepts of internet literacy and skills also come into play. When users
engage purposefully and actively, they are less likely to fall into various traps that steal their
attention or draw them into long sessions. Jiang et al. (2023) observed that internet skills and
literacy have protective effects. These can protect users from traps such as arguing with internet
trolls (those who make offensive content to incite comments from others), clickbait (enticing and
often provocative content to lead one to another site), or doom scrolling (compulsively reading
large amounts of negative news). Logically, those who spend the greatest amount of time using
the internet are also most likely to have developed literacy and skills within that space, perhaps
mitigating impulsive behaviors and creating a protective effect against addiction.
Internet Purpose Use Frequency and Mental Health

The study reveals that schoolwork internet use appears to have a protective effect on
mental health. The results indicate that students with low academic internet use report higher
mental health issues, whereas those who engage more frequently in academic internet use

experience fewer mental health problems. This aligns with previous research (Chen & Ji, 2015;
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Jiang et al., 2023), which suggests that structured academic internet use, particularly when
combined with concrete thinking, provides cognitive engagement and stability, helping to
alleviate stress-related mental distress. The possible explanation is that using the internet for
educational purposes often involves goal-oriented tasks that encourage active learning and
critical thinking. According to Furlong and Christenson (2008), cognitive engagement is linked
to how students perceive the relevance of school to their future aspirations, which is reflected in
their interest in learning, goal-setting, and self-regulation of performance. This structured
approach to internet use fosters cognitive stimulation and a sense of accomplishment, ultimately
helping to reduce stress and enhance overall mental well-being.

However, excessive academic pressure remains a concern, as high stress may push
students toward problematic internet use as an emotional coping mechanism to relieve the
discomfort (Chao et al., 2023; Chemnad et al., 2024). In this case, schoolwork would not be the
motivation for problematic use but rather emotional regulation. Using the internet as a means of
escape from discomfort is a common theme among over-users, usually in people who do not
spend much time on schoolwork. This highlights how emotional state can affect internet users
regardless of the purpose for which they spend time online.

In contrast, entertainment and social networking use contribute to mental health
problems. This study shows that moderate-to-high engagement in these activities correlates with
increased mental distress. These results align with prior research (Hunt et al., 2018; Li et al.,
2017; Twenge et al., 2018), which has identified a significant association between excessive
entertainment and social networking use and higher levels of stress, anxiety, emotional distress,
and depression. Possible explanations for these effects include social comparison, cyberbullying,

online pressures (Frost & Rickwood, 2017), and the influence of social validation
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(Ghaemmaghami et al., 2021; Wellons et al., 2023). Furthermore, passive social networking use
has been linked to mental health problems, particularly when users engage in upward social
comparisons, leading to feelings of inadequacy and distress (Appel et al., 2015). These findings
suggest that moderate engagement in entertainment and social networking may be particularly
problematic, as users remain exposed to negative online interactions without the benefits of
deeper engagement. As social networking and entertainment continue to shape modern
interactions, promoting more intentional and mindful engagement may help reduce potential
mental health issues.
Internet Purpose Use Frequency, Internet Addiction, and Mental Health

While prior research (Twenge et al., 2017; U.S. Surgeon General’s Advisory, 2023)
suggested that increased internet use is generally linked to negative mental health outcomes, the
results of this study challenge that assumption. On the contrary, the findings indicate that high-
frequency users across all three categories- schoolwork, entertainment, and social networking-
experience the lowest levels of addiction concerning mental health issues. This implies that
increased time spent online does not always lead to increased mental health problems or
addiction. As was the case with social networking, where a high frequency of use did not
necessarily translate to addiction and mental health issues, it may be that the same qualities offer
protection here. When users spend a large amount of time online, one can assume that they have
a decent degree of literacy and skills with the Internet that allow them to stay focused on their
goals and not fall into impulsive behaviors. That is, their active use has far less risk than the
presumably passive use of those with a lower degree of internet skill and literacy.

Students with low to medium internet usage frequencies unexpectedly exhibit a higher

likelihood of developing internet addiction and related mental health issues. Among these, low-
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frequency students who engage in schoolwork are particularly at risk. While schoolwork is often
considered a protective factor against internet addiction by fostering digital literacy skills (Jiang
et al., 2023), students who infrequently use the internet for academic purposes may not develop
these essential skills. As a result, when they go online, they may struggle with inefficient digital
practices, leading to frustration and extended engagement. This prolonged, unstructured use
increases their vulnerability to internet addiction. Furthermore, secondary school students face
significant academic pressures, including interpersonal challenges, parental expectations, and
work-related stress, all of which contribute to higher levels of problematic internet use and
mental health concerns (Buizza et al., 2022). This suggests that while high and structured
academic internet use can be beneficial, inadequate digital engagement may leave students ill-
equipped to manage their online behaviors effectively, inadvertently heightening their risk of
internet addiction and mental health issues.

These results reinforce the idea that the issue is not general internet use but rather a
marriage of factors, including the purpose of internet use and frequency of use, that determine
impact. It could be that high-frequency users are often more intentional, socially engaged, and
diversified in their internet use. In contrast, low-frequency users may be prone to uncontrolled,
emotionally driven use and impulsive behaviors, leading to a higher risk of internet addiction and
associated mental health problems.

Chapter Summary

This chapter explores the relationship between internet use, internet addiction, and mental
health, emphasizing the role of purpose in digital engagement. While previous research has
suggested that more time online leads to adverse outcomes, this study clarifies how and why

individuals use the internet matter more than the sheer amount of time spent online. The findings
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indicate that schoolwork internet use has little impact on addiction and may even support mental
well-being. In contrast, entertainment and social networking use tend to reduce addiction risks
but increase psychological distress.

Additionally, the findings challenge the traditional belief that high internet use directly
causes addiction and mental health issues. Instead, this study reveals that high-frequency users,
particularly those engaged in structured activities, are less susceptible to addiction and mental
health problems than those who use the internet less frequently. These insights have important
implications for education, mental health policies, and internet addiction intervention strategies.
By shifting the focus from restricting screen time to promoting purposeful and structured internet
use, individuals, educators, and policymakers can foster healthier online behaviors and navigate

the challenges of the digital age more effectively.
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Table 5.1
Regression Analysis Predicting Internet Addiction (IA) with Frequency of Internet Use for
Schoolwork

Low Schoolwork Medium Schoolwork High Schoolwork
Variable B SE S B SE S B SE

B

Constant 1.64%** 10 1.68*** 07 1.71%%* 12
Male -21%*%* 06 -12 -.16%**05 -10  -27¥** 07 -.15
Female .03 .06 .02 .03 .04 .02 -.15%* .06 -.09
Senior .03 .04 .02 06%* .02 .04 08** .04 .04
SDA .03 .05 .01 .05 04. .02 .10 .07 .04
Non-SDA Protestant -00 .07 -00 .03 .05 .01 27*%% .09 .08
Catholic .01 13 .00 .01 .08 .00 12 13 .02
American Indian -03 .10 -00 .19*%* .09 .03 23 18 .03
Black .08 .07 .03 .03 .04 .02 .06 .06 .03
Hispanic A2%% .06 .06 .06 .04 .03 A1 .06 .05
Asian 24%** (7 .09 20%** 04 .09 20%** 06 .09
White -.04 .06 -02 -05 .04 -03 .01 .06 .00
Northeast .06 .06 .02 -06 .04 -03 -08 .06 -.04
Midwest .05 .07 .02 -06 .04 -02  -18%* 08 -.06
South -04 .06 -02 -01 .04 -00 -07 .06 -.04
West -.03 .06 -01 -06 .03 -04 -06 .06 -.03
Frequency Internet Use 20%*F% 01 40 27%*%% 01 .36 28%*F* 02 32

Low Schoolwork: F (df) = 31.99%** (16, 2160); R square =0.19
Medium Schoolwork: F' (df) = 27.51*** (16, 4572); R square = 0.16
High Schoolwork: F' (df) = 20.66*** (16, 2202); R square = 0.13

Note. *p <.05; **p <.01, ***p <.001
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Table 5.2
Regression Analysis Predicting Internet Addiction with Frequency of Internet Use for
Entertainment

Low Entertainment Medium Entertainment High Entertainment
Variable B SE S B SE S B SE S
Constant 1.48%** 13 1.85 .06 2.51%%* 18
Male .02 .09 .01 - 18*%*%* 04 - 12 -.34%** 08 -.18
Female A1 .08 .07 .03 .02 .96 -15 .08 -.08
Senior .03 .05 .02 .02 .02 .01 -01 .05 -.01
SDA -01 .08 -01 .05 .03 .02 16%* .08 .08
Non-SDA Protestant -15 .10 -06 .05 .05 .02 A40*** 11 12
Catholic A1 17 .02 -04 .07 -01 .21 .16 .04
American Indian -08 .13 -02 .11 .07 .02 27 16 .05
Black .04 .08 .02 .04 .03 .02 A1 .09 .05
Hispanic .05 .07 .03 A1%%* 03 .06 .10 .09 .05
Asian A5%% .07 .06 21%%* 03 A1 .16 .09 .07
White -10 .06 -06 -01 .03 -00 -03 .09 -.02
Northeast -02 .08 -01 -05 .03 -03  -05 .09 -.02
Midwest -05 .08 -02 -02 .04 -01 -15 .11 -.05
South -08 .07 -04 -02 .03 -01  -09 .09 -.04
West -11 .07 -07 -03 .03 -02 -11 .08 -.06
Frequency Internet Use 27%%% .02 34 22%Fx 01 28 13%** 03 13

Low Entertainment: F (df) = 15.74*** (16, 1393); R square = 0.15
Medium Entertainment: F' (df) = 47.47*** (16, 6255); R square =0.11
High Entertainment: F (df) = 5.264*** (16, 1319); R square = 0.06

Note. *p <.05, **p <.01, ***p <001
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Table 5.3

Regression Analysis Predicting Internet Addiction with Frequency of Social Network

Low Social Network Medium Social Network High Social Network

Variable B SE S B SE S B SE S
Constant 1.30%** 12 1.84%** 06 2.77**%* 18

Male -04 .08 -02  -14*¥**04  -.09 -28*%** 08 -.15
Female .06 .08 .04 .05 .04 .04 -.19%* 08 -.10
Senior .07 .05 .03 .01 .02 .00 -07 .05 -.04
SDA .09 .06 .05 .06 .03 .03 .02 .08 .01
Non-SDA Protestant -.02 .09 -01 .06 .05 .02 24** 11 .08
Catholic -04 14 -01 .01 .07 .00 .02 .16 .00
American Indian -02 .11 -01  .19%* .07 .03 -01 .17 -.00
Black 00 .07 .00 .06 .03 .03 -01 .09 -.01
Hispanic 14%* .06 .07 A1%%* 03 .06 -.08 .09 -.04
Asian 19%* .07 .09 23%%* (03 12 .02 .09 .01
White -.05 .06 -03 .02 .03 12 -14 .09 -.06
Northeast .06 .07 .03 -06 .03 -.03 -09 .09 -.04
Midwest .01 .07 .00 -03 .04 -.01 -14 .11 -.05
South .01 .06 .01 -03 .03 -.02 -12 .08 -.06
West -.05 .06 -03 -02 003 -.01 -.14 .08 -.07
Frequency Internet Use .28***.02 .41 20%*%* 01 26 Jd6%** 03 .16

Low Social Network: F (df) =22.66*** (16, 1565); R square = 0.19
Medium Social Network: F (df) = 20.64*** (16, 6184); R square =0.10
High Social Network: F (df) = 4.94*** (16, 1217); R square = 0.06

Note. *p <.05, **p <.01, ***p <001
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Table 5.4
Regression Analysis Predicting Mental Health Issues with Frequency of Internet Use of
Schoolwork

Low Schoolwork Medium Schoolwork High Schoolwork
Variable B SE S B SE S B SE S
Constant 2.13*%*%* 11 2.32%%* (09 2.50*** 14
Male - 72%%* (07 -38  -.84%** (5 -47  -86%** 07 -.44
Female -26%** (07 - 13 -35%** 05 -19  -38*** (07 -.20
Senior 20%** 04 .10 A7%** 03 .09 21%%*% 04 A1
SDA - 12%* .06 -06  -11*%* 05 -05 -10 .08 -.04
Non-SDA Protestant -05 .08 -02 -08 .06 -03 -05 .10 -.01
Catholic .03 14 .00 -.18%* .09 -03 -01 .15 -.00
American Indian -01 .11 -00 .08 .10 .01 -18 .19 -.02
Black -.24%%* (7 -09  -12*%* 04 -05 -06 .07 -.02
Hispanic - 15%% .07 -07 -02 .04 -01 .03 .07 .01
Asian -10 .07 -04 -07 .04 -03 .02 .07 .01
White -20 .06 -09 -10** .04 -05  -17%* .06 -.08
Northeast 13 .07 .10 -02 .04 -01 -11 .07 -.05
Midwest 27 .07 .10 .02 .05 .01 -24%* 09 -.07
South .03 .06 .02 .03 .04 .02 -03 .07 -.01
West 14 .06 .07 -07 .04 -04 -09 .06 -.04
Frequency Internet Use 20%%* 02 26 18**F* 01 21 A7 02 17

Low Schoolwork: F (df) = 28.36*** (16, 2160); R square =0.17
Medium Schoolwork: F' (df) = 55.04*** (16, 4572); R square = 0.16
High Schoolwork: F' (df) = 15.43*** (16, 2201); R square = 0.14

Note. *p <.05; **p <.01, ***p <001



164

Table 5.5
Regression Analysis Predicting Mental Health Issues with Frequency of Internet Use of
Entertainment

Low Entertainment Medium Entertainment High Entertainment
Variable B SE S B SE S B SE S
Constant 1.93%** 13 2.40%** 07 3.13*%** 19
Male -30*** 09 -19  -81***04 -45 -1.02*¥** (08 -.48
Female .01 .09 .01 S27F%*% 04 - 15 -.49%** (09 -21
Senior A8FE® 05 .10 J9%EE 02 A1 .09 .06 .04
SDA .01 .08 .00 -.09%* 04 -04  -17%* 08 -.07
Non-SDA Protestant .02 .10 .01 -08 .05 -02  -07 .12 -.02
Catholic -21 .18 -03 -06 .08 -01 -16 .17 -.03
American Indian -.09*** 13 -02 .03 .08 .00 -05 .17 -.01
Black - 27*%** 08 -12 -.09*%* 04 -04 -16 .10 -.06
Hispanic -20%* 07 -11 .02 .04 .01 -07 .10 -.03
Asian -23%*% 08 -10 .02 .04 .01 -22%*% 10 -.09
White = 27¥** 07 -16  -.08** .04 -04  -27** 10 -11
Northeast -03 .08 -01 -02 .04 -01  -03 .10 -.01
Midwest -02 .09 -01 .06 .04 .01 -04 .12 -.01
South -.00 .07 -00 .03 .04 .01 -07 .09 -.03
West .00 .07 .00 -04 .03 -02 -03 .09 -.01
Frequency Internet Use A1F%F 02 14 A3%%*F 01 13 A3%%* 03 A1

Low Entertainment: F (df) = 8.13*** (16, 1392); R square = 0.09
Medium Entertainment: F (df) = 64.91*** (16, 6258); R square = 0.14
High School Entertainment work: F (df) = 16.00%** (16, 1318); R square = 0.16

Note. *p <.05; **p <.01, ***p <001
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Table 5.6

Regression Analysis Predicting Mental Health Issues with Frequency of Internet Use of Social
Network

Low Social Network Medium Social Network High Social Network

Variable B SE S B SE S B SE S
Constant 1.82%** 12 2.47*%%* 07 3.09%** 20

Male S27F*%* 08 0 - 18  -80*%** 04  -45 -1.02*¥**(09 -48
Female -05 .08 -03 -29%*¥* 04  -16 -51***09 -24
Senior A5%**% 05 .08 A7F%*% 02 .10 .03 .06 .02
SDA -06 .07 -03  -13***04 -06 .03 .09 .01
Non-SDA Protestant -01 .09 -00 -10 .05 -03 -02 .13 -.01
Catholic -06 .14 -01  -12 .08 -02 -14 18 -.02
American Indian -00 .11 -00 .03 .09 .00 .06 .19 .01
Black -09 .07 -04  -18*¥**04 -08 .01 .10 .01
Hispanic -12 .06 -06 -04 .04 -02 .04 .10 .02
Asian .04 .07 .02 -07 .04 -03 -10 .10 -.04
White -11 .06 -07  -12*¥*¥*04 -06 -09 .10 -.03
Northeast 10 .07 .05 -02 .04 -01 -13 .10 -.05
Midwest .10 .08 .05 .05 .04 .02 -13 .13 -.03
South 14%%* (07 .09 .00 .04 -00 -10 .10 -.04
West 12 .06 .08 -05 .03 -03 -07 .09 -.03
Frequency Internet Use 06%F%* 02 10 .14%** 01 15 A1#%% .03 .09

Low Social Network: F (df) = 4.85%** (16, 566); R square = 0.05
Medium Social Network: F (df) = 64.07*** (16, 6182); R square =0.14
High Social Network: F (df) = 0.77*** (16, 1219); R square = 0.12

Note. *p <.05; **p <.01, ***p <001
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Figure 5.1
Slope Analysis: Moderating Effect of Frequency Internet Use by Purpose on IA
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Figure 5.2
Slope Analysis: Moderating Effect of Frequency Internet Use by Purpose on Mental Health

Issues
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSION

This chapter concludes the dissertation by synthesizing theoretical insights and empirical
findings, highlighting practical implications, and proposing leadership-based interventions. It is
structured into several key sections. The Theoretical Framework Approached section draws upon
Cognitive Behavioral Theory (CBT), the I-PACE model, and the Societal 11l perspective to
examine emotional regulation and external influences on internet addiction. The Interplay
Between Theoretical Frameworks and Research Findings section connects these models with this
study: internet usage and its purposes, internet addiction, mental health issues, and the
relationship among these variables. The implication section emphasizes that the purpose and
context of internet use, rather than screen time alone, are critical in predicting mental health and
addiction outcomes. It highlights educational use as a protective factor, stresses the need for
improved digital literacy, and identifies internet craving as a stronger predictor of mental health
issues than loss of control. This section also advocates policy-level changes to regulate
persuasive digital design and support healthier online behavior among adolescents. Intervention
and Leadership introduces the Situational Leadership model to address varying developmental
readiness and supports tailored strategies. The Limitation section acknowledges the study’s
geographical scope, cultural bias, and pre-Al data collection timeframe. In the Delimitation
section, the study’s narrowed focus on the purpose of internet use, rather than a detailed
demographic analysis, is clarified. Lastly, the Contribution of the Study outlines its original
input, including the proposed model of purpose-driven use, a large and diverse North American
sample, focused insights on non-binary youth, and the integration of leadership theory into the

discussion of adolescent internet use and mental health.



169

Theoretical Framework Approached

Perhaps the most frequently cited framework for understanding internet addiction is
Cognitive Behavioral Theory. Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) is based on the idea that
thoughts influence emotions, leading to behavioral patterns (Curran et al., 2019). By recognizing
and becoming aware of their thought patterns, individuals gain the opportunity to interrupt
potentially harmful behaviors. For example, Dong and Potenza (2014) applied this cognitive
approach by identifying the initial trigger in Internet Gaming Disorder, which is the experience
of stress. By addressing this first step, they were able to redirect individuals away from the
immediate gratification of gaming and toward healthier alternatives. Yu et al. (2013) had a
variation on the approach in which they tried to counter emotional dysregulation by teaching the
skill of metacognition. Brand et al. (2014) identified the first step in the pattern of unhealthy
internet behavior as feeling uncomfortable and desiring to find escape or relief through the
internet. Their focus was to outline what healthy use looks like so one can realize when they are
going too far and stop before they get to disordered use. Though the approaches vary, the central
theory is that one can rewrite one's behavioral patterns by first turning them into one's thoughts
and feelings.

Many scholars support this framework, either explicitly or implicitly. Several articles
(Abi-Jaoude et al, 2020; Gedam et al, 2017; Ramakrishma, 2023; Salettie, 2021) discussed up to
this point mentioned feelings of discomfort, stress, anxiety, and a need for a place of safety or
relief as reasons why many people turn to the internet. Since CBT has proven to be an effective
treatment for some who suffer from not only internet addiction but other disorders as well
(pathological gambling, substance abuse, emotional disorders, eating disorders), many scholars

have trust in this theoretical framework.
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Another model that has gained some credibility is Brand et al.’s (2019) I-PACE
(Interaction of Person-Affect-Cognition-Execution). The researchers created a flow chart from
stimulus to the resulting actions of addictive behavior and mapped out the factors that feed and
worsen this behavioral pattern. In a carefully drawn web of individual characteristics, emotional
states, cognitive processes, and behavioral execution, a rather thorough conception of addiction
is illustrated.

However, internet addiction encompasses many different activities and different
emotional states, and also has multiple players in the big picture. None of the models covers all
the possibilities or influences. Lundahl (2019) and Montag et al. (2019) highlighted some of the
missing considerations when they criticize how many businesses have made their internet
products (video games, apps, etc.) quite addictive. They highlight how technological companies
have exploited human vulnerabilities by design and try to keep users’ attention for as long as
possible. The authors also point out how these industries have mainly gone unregulated and call
for more action from society, particularly lawmakers, to regulate the tech companies, impose
restrictions on screen time, and set age limits. Additionally, on social platforms, some friends
and family sometimes unknowingly become part of the reason youths feel pressured to return to
their inbox or game quickly or be available throughout their waking hours.

The key concept underlying all of these statements is that emotional dysregulation and
lack of self-control are not the only problems in the arena of internet addiction. It is unreasonable
to expect the entire population, especially adolescents still developing cognitively and mastering
the internet, to resist all the current attention traps. Multiple parties contribute to any one

person’s case of internet addiction. Though it may not be possible to hold all parties accountable,
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it is important to recognize that some of the responsibility for internet addiction falls on forces
outside of the addict (Griffiths, 1999; Steinberg, 2005).

Last but not least, the concept of Internet Addiction as a Societal Il represents a growing
shift in the research community, challenging the traditional view that internet addiction stems
solely from an individual’s lack of self-control. While most cognitive-behavioral models
emphasize personal responsibility, scholars such as Lundahl (2021) and Montag et al. (2019)
argued that internet addiction is primarily shaped by external forces, particularly profit-driven
tech companies and a lack of societal or governmental regulation. Lundahl described social
media and video games as addictive by design, calling the widespread overuse of the internet a
“manufactured epidemic” fueled by algorithms that exploit users’ psychological vulnerabilities
to prolong engagement. Supporting this argument, Montag et al. identified six persuasive design
features—endless scrolling, the endowment/mere exposure effect, social pressure, reward
systems, social comparison, and the Zeigarnik or Ovsiankina effect—that developers embed into
platforms to keep users compulsively engaged. These mechanisms manipulate attention, foster
compulsive use, and contribute to overconsumption among vulnerable populations. Altogether,
this perspective shifts the blame away from the individual and highlights the need for systemic
awareness and responsibility in addressing the root causes of internet addiction.

Interplay Between Theoretical Frameworks and Research Findings

This study draws on several theoretical perspectives to frame its findings—notably
Cognitive Behavioral Theory (CBT), Brand et al.’s [-PACE model, and the emerging view of
internet addiction as a societal issue. Together, these frameworks help make sense of observed
patterns in internet usage, addiction, and mental health among adolescents, while the data also

offer nuanced insights that extend current models.
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Internet Usage Patterns

In this study, the results show relatively low average daily use (3.31 hours) compared to
national norms (Radesky et al., 2023; Rideout et al., 2022) also supports the idea that context and
intent matter more than raw screen time, resonating what the I-PACE model proposes: behavior
is shaped by the interaction of individual purpose, affect, cognition, and environmental context.
Surprisingly, unlike findings from previous studies (Rideout et al., 2022) that suggested youth
primarily use the internet for entertainment and social networking, this study found that the
primary purpose of internet use was schoolwork, followed by entertainment and social media.
The educational focus sharply contrasts with the findings of Common Sense Media, which
reported that less than 1% of teens’ online time is spent on smartphones for educational activities
(Radesky et al., 2023). However, this may be explained by the fact that most children are often
equipped with larger devices such as laptops and tablets, better suited for reading text, typing,
and looking at multiple windows on one screen. Thus, children would use smartphones
minimally for schoolwork.

The finding that participants primarily use the internet for educational purposes aligns
with the CBT framework, particularly the idea that intentional and goal-directed behavior can
support better emotional regulation and reduce the risk of maladaptive habits. Without direct data
on why students choose to spend this significant amount of time on homework, this researcher
can only speculate on the reasons. It is important to note the timing of the survey. Students were
returning to the schools after the most severe part of the COVID-19 pandemic had subsided, and
both students and teachers were returning with a higher level of digital literacy after being forced
to depend on technology for many months. Thus, after adapting to creating, submitting, and

storing schoolwork and resource materials online, it makes sense that children would
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increasingly refer to their devices while doing homework. Furthermore, as teachers gained
literacy in technology, they likely incorporated more technological elements into their
classrooms. These could include the virtual campus (services such as Blackboard, which
distributes material, tracks scores, accepts assignment uploads, etc.) and tools such as online
polls. The abundance of uses for technology in school helps to explain why students would
increasingly rely on these devices and spend a significant amount of time using an internet-
connected device for educational purposes.
Internet Addiction

The finding that students reported moderate levels of internet addiction, with loss of
control being more prevalent than craving, partially supports traditional CBT-based models,
which emphasize self-monitoring and control over impulsive behavior. In other words, students
appeared to struggle more with managing their internet usage habits than with experiencing
intense urges to go online. Additionally, the frequency of internet use was positively correlated
with both the overall addiction score and its two subscales, loss of control and craving,
suggesting that the more time youth spend online, the more likely they are to face challenges in
self-regulating their use. These results are consistent with prior research showing a link between
increased internet use and addictive tendencies (Beckham et al., 2022; Belmasrour et al., 2023;
Chun et al., 2020; Kuss et al., 2018; Jiang et al., 2023). However, this study differs slightly in
intensity, as previous research often characterized youth as highly addicted, whereas this sample
only reached moderate levels.

One possible explanation lies in differences in measurement thresholds; for example,
Zewde et al. (2022) identified internet addiction at usage levels above four hours daily, while the

participants here reported an average of just 3.31 hours. On the other hand, deeper contextual
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factors may be at play beyond technical breakdowns. These students come from parochial school
settings, environments often characterized by more structured routines, clear behavioral
expectations, and potentially stronger emphasis on discipline and values such as moderation and
mindfulness. These cultural and institutional norms may act as protective factors, protecting
students from more severe forms of internet misuse. Additionally, the age group (11-18,
extending up to 20) often receives closer supervision from families and educators, which may
help guide more intentional and controlled use of digital technology.
Mental Health Patterns

The World Health Organization (2021) has identified adolescence as a particularly
vulnerable period for the development of mental health problems. In this study, students reported
mental health statuses ranging from low to moderate in severity. While this finding aligns with
previous research in identifying adolescence as a critical period for mental health concerns, it
differs in terms of severity, as many studies have reported higher levels of psychological distress
among youth. This discrepancy could be interpreted through both CBT and societal frameworks.
From a CBT perspective, structured routines, value-based living, and mindful behavior
(potentially more emphasized in parochial schools) may provide protective buffers, reducing
emotional dysregulation. At the same time, the Societal Il framework reminds us that the low
prevalence of severe symptoms (e.g., suicidal thoughts, eating disorders) may reflect external
protective factors, such as spiritual or moral norms, while also cautioning against assuming
students are free from risk. Underreporting due to stigma or lack of mental health literacy, as
well as emotional numbing, are also plausible explanations within this framework, especially

when societal expectations demand emotional restraint.
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This outcome, however, may be expected, given the context of the participants. Although
the students came from a parochial school system, which may not differ significantly from public
schools in terms of general student demographics, it is often associated with a more structured
and value-oriented environment. Parochial schools may offer protective factors such as clearer
moral or religious frameworks, routine practices like prayer, and stronger behavioral
expectations. These elements may contribute to improved emotional regulation, a greater sense
of support, and potentially lower levels of reported mental health issues.

When examining specific categories, participants reported experiencing anxiety and
nervousness most frequently, followed by sleep disturbances, and then feelings of sadness or
depression. These results are consistent with previous studies (Bickham et al., 2022; Gadam et
al., 2017; Khan et al., 2021; Wallace, 2014), highlighting these symptoms as common among
adolescents. In contrast, this study found that more severe symptoms, such as suicidal thoughts,
eating disorders, and suicide attempts, were reported less frequently than in other large-scale
research (Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality, 2022; Lui et al., 2024; U.S. Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, 2023). This suggests that while emotional and behavioral
distress is present among students, critical mental health crises such as suicidal ideation appear to
be less prominent in this population. This may be understandable, given that adolescents in
grades 6 through 12 often face challenges such as academic pressure, peer influence, and
cognitive and emotional changes, all of which are known to contribute to symptoms of anxiety,
depression, and sleep disturbances. However, the relatively low rates of severe symptoms could
be influenced by protective environmental factors, such as studying in a setting that promotes

spirituality, mindfulness, and moral guidance. These elements may foster greater emotional
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awareness and resilience, potentially reducing the risk of more extreme mental health outcomes
such as suicidality or disordered eating.

Additionally, the study reveals a positive correlation between internet addiction and
mental health issues, aligning with previous findings (Khan et al., 2021; Saletti, 2022; Wallace,
2014; Yoo, 2014). This relationship suggests that as levels of internet addiction increase, so do
symptoms of mental health issues. One explanation for this association is that excessive internet
use, primarily when driven by compulsive patterns, can interfere with sleep, academic
responsibilities, and real-life social interactions, which are critical for maintaining emotional
balance in adolescents. Moreover, adolescents may use the internet as a coping mechanism to
escape from stress, social pressure, or negative emotions, but this reliance can create a vicious
cycle. The short-term relief provided by digital engagement may reinforce continued use, while
the lack of real emotional resolution contributes to deeper psychological strain. Over time, this
can escalate both addictive behaviors and emotional suffering as explained in previous chapters.
Demographic Risk Factors

This study’s results align with several studies on gender differences in online activities
and mental health issues (Anderson et al., 2023; Coyne et al., 2023; Dowell et al., 2009; Su et al.,
2020). Certain demographic groups emerge as particularly vulnerable based on their online
behaviors and mental health outcomes. Among gender identities, this study shows that non-
binary youth are the most at risk, reporting the highest time spent online, the most significant
levels of internet addiction, and the most severe mental health challenges. Coyne et al. (2023)
confirmed that, compared to their cisgender peers, non-binary youths are in the top-ranking
groups for depression level, having problems with conduct, having emotional problems, and

struggling with negative body image. Coyne et al. also pointed out that the non-binary youths in
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their study had the hardest time taking a break from social media, mentioning that for these
young people, deleting the app feels like deleting their community. For many non-binary
students, internet use serves as a safe space for identity exploration and social connection, which
likely also contributes to increased screen time and emotional dependence (Coyne et al., 2023).

Male students reported higher internet use than females, consistent with Shan et al.
(2021). Male students particularly used the internet for entertainment purposes, somewhat
mirroring the habits found in European youths in Karacic and Oreskovic’s (2017) study.
However, their levels of internet addiction and mental health issues were lower than those of
female students. This suggests that female students represent the second most vulnerable group
in terms of both internet addiction and issues concerning mental health. This is in alignment with
multiple other studies (Carbonell et al., 2018), which have concluded that females experienced
the most detriment to their mental health when compared to males. Carbonell et al. (2018)
explained that females are often on social media more than males are, and their desire to
communicate, create connections, and maintain them on these social networks can create a
significant strain, resulting in adverse effects.

Senior students (grades 9—12) were more vulnerable than junior students, showing higher
levels of internet addiction, consistent with findings from Karacic and Oreskovic (2017). Senior
high school participants were also more vulnerable regarding mental health concerns. Senior
adolescents tend to spend more time online, with higher scores for loss of control but lower
scores for craving, indicating different usage patterns than their younger peers. Lindenberg
(2018) pointed out that a couple of other studies have also observed that older adolescents have
an increased occurrence of excessive internet use, and they also mentioned that a higher

educational level has a positive relationship with internet use disorder. Some speculations about
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why this happens include having greater independence and freedom from parental control at a
higher age.

Ethnic differences further shape these outcomes. Asian and Hispanic students reported
elevated levels of internet addiction compared to the other ethnic groups in the study. Research
from Soriano-Molina et al. (2025) partially explains the findings of Asians experiencing a high
level of internet use, thus having higher addiction rates, pointing out that the prevalence of
excessive internet use in Asian countries is the highest of any global region, and this may
culturally influence these Asian students in North America. Regarding the Hispanic group,
Garcia and Cooper (2024) implied that using social media to regulate feelings of stress is a
popular condition in this population segment and may partly explain why the numbers for
Hispanic students were more notable.

Moreover, when addiction translated into mental health consequences, multi-ethnic
students experienced the highest levels of internet addiction and mental health issues. This study
found that the multi-ethnic group tends to experience mental health issues at higher rates
compared to other ethnicities. This is consistent with the findings of Garcia et al. (2019), who
showed that youths of mixed ethnicity had poorer mental health in comparison to peers who
were of a single race or ethnic group. Garcia et al. cited identity struggles, conflict over a sense
of belonging, deficient self-esteem, feelings of isolation, and social distress as stressors that all
contribute to the unique experience of multi-ethnic students. This likely explains much of the
presence of higher-than-average mental health issues in this group.

This study revealed that religious affiliation also played a significant role. Students with
no religious affiliation tended to use the internet more than their religious peers and showed

higher levels of both internet addiction and mental health issues. In contrast, Catholic youth
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preferred using the internet for entertainment and social networking but reported lower levels of
suicidal ideation. Seventh-day Adventist (SDA) students reported using the internet more for
schoolwork and experienced fewer mental health problems. Protestant youths showed fewer
behavioral disturbances, whereas non-religious youth demonstrated the highest internet usage
and more significant mental health challenges.

McCullough and Willoughby (2009) suggested that religion has a positive influence, and
this may explain why the group with no religion has a higher susceptibility to internet addiction
and also has a disadvantage in mental health measurements. Religion is said to positively
influence lifestyle choices and self-control and increase resilience. Additionally, religious
individuals benefit from the social support of their fellow believers. Thus, it may be that many
non-religious students in the present study have fewer resources to help them cope with the
stressors of life, and thus, they turn to the internet for comfort and fall into a trap of excessive
use.

Lastly, regional differences were evident but relatively minor. Canadian students reported
the highest overall internet usage, while students from the U.S. Midwest reported the lowest.
However, regional variations in preferred online activities did not strongly predict differences in
mental health or addiction risk.

Relationship Between Internet Use, Internet Addiction, and Mental Health

The findings indicate a positive correlation between the frequency of internet use,
internet addiction, and mental health challenges. However, the types of these relationships varied
depending on the specific purpose of internet use. This aligns with prior expectations, as much of

the existing literature has emphasized screen time as a primary concern (Koyuncu et al., 2014;
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Samaha et al., 2018). However, this study hypothesized that there must be more than just time
spent online driving youth toward internet addiction and associated mental health issues.
Indeed, the results support a more understandable stance: it is not merely the duration of online
activity that matters, but the purpose and context of that activity. Other studies have also implied
this shift in understanding, suggesting that the link between frequency of internet use and
addiction is weak or inconsistent and that specific online activities play a more critical role
(Johansson & Gotestam, 2004; Kuss et al., 2018). This emphasis on activity is significant in the
context of adolescence. During this developmental stage, individuals are susceptible to social
validation, identity formation, and emotional regulation. Therefore, it makes sense that the study
found the purpose of internet use to be a significant factor. The internet itself is not inherently
harmful; it is a flexible platform that can serve many different functions depending on its use. In
the digital age, technology can be a powerful tool to support various goals such as education,
entertainment, or social connection. When adolescents use the internet mindfully, with self-
awareness and control, or in a goal-oriented way, the risk of addiction and mental health
problems may be significantly reduced. These findings underscore the importance of digital
literacy and intentional use, particularly among young people navigating personal development
and a complex online environment.

The study also found that high-frequency internet use for educational purposes was
associated with lower levels of both internet addiction and mental health issues. This finding
aligns with previous research suggesting that structured, goal-oriented internet use for academic
tasks can help reduce the risk of addictive behaviors and alleviate stress-related mental distress
(Aktepe et al., 2013; Chen & Ji, 2015; Frangos et al., 2011; Jiang et al., 2023). In this context,

the result is not entirely surprising, especially given that many participants in this study reported
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using the internet primarily for school-related work. The finding further supports both CBT and
I-PACE perspectives. Intentional and cognitively engaging internet use appears to foster self-
regulation and positive affective experiences, reducing vulnerability to addiction.

These factors may help explain why, overall, students in this sample reported relatively
low to moderate levels of internet addiction and mental health problems. Despite being part of a
parochial school system, which might be perceived as more structured or disciplined, the nature
of their internet use does not appear to be significantly different from that of students in public
schools. What may matter more is the emphasis on purposeful digital engagement, which could
be common across school systems that promote academic accountability and support healthy
internet habits. Moreover, adolescents who use the internet for educational tasks are likely
engaging in more cognitively stimulating activities that promote self-discipline, time
management, and delayed gratification—all of which are protective against addictive behavior.
These students may also experience fewer negative emotional triggers online, such as social
comparison or exposure to harmful content, which are more prevalent in entertainment or social
media use. Thus, the context of internet use—not just the school system but how and why
students are going online—plays a crucial role in shaping outcomes related to mental health and
addiction.

Additionally, one of the more captivating findings from the study is that medium to high
frequency use of the internet for entertainment and social networking was associated with lower
levels of internet addiction and reduced mental health issues compared to low-frequency users.
This result stands somewhat in contrast to much of the existing literature, which often links
frequent use of social media and entertainment platforms with both higher addiction risk and

poorer mental health (Bekalu et al, 2019; Kim et al., 2017; Montag et al., 2010; Riehm et al,
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2019; Twenge et al, 2018), offering a view more aligned with the I-PACE model’s emphasis on
personal and situational factors.

This difference may reflect a more multifaceted reality, especially in the case of
adolescents. For many young people, social networking and entertainment platforms serve
important social and emotional functions. Moderate and regular use can provide a sense of
connection, community, or updating trends, helping adolescents build healthy relationships or
explore new things. When used healthily, these platforms may support rather than harm mental
well-being. In contrast, those who rarely use these tools, which may provide emotional relief,
may feel more socially isolated or disconnected, potentially contributing to feelings of loneliness,
exclusion, or even anxiety around missing out (FOMO) as previously studied and confirmed.
Furthermore, another possible explanation is that moderate users may engage with these
platforms in more balanced and mindful ways without developing compulsive or maladaptive
patterns. It is possible that low-frequency users either avoid these platforms due to existing
mental health challenges or lack the digital social support networks that can act as buffers against
psychological distress.

Furthermore, when analyzing the subscales of internet addiction, the study found that
Internet Craving had a more substantial influence on mental health issues, particularly emotional
disturbance, behavioral disturbance, and suicidal ideation, compared to Loss of Control, which
was more pronounced in behavioral health concerns. While many studies have emphasized loss
of control as a core feature of internet addiction (Bothe et al., 2019; Cash et al., 2012; Li et al.,
2021; Young, 1998), this finding adds a novel dimension by highlighting the dominant role of
craving, a factor that is less frequently explored. Craving reflects a persistent and often

overwhelming urge to engage in internet-related behavior. This constant desire can be highly
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disruptive to daily functioning, and its unpredictability makes emotional regulation difficult,
contributing to more significant psychological distress across a range of users.

This insight aligns with the [-PACE model (Brand et al., 2019), which emphasizes the
interaction between individual predispositions and situational triggers in the development of
addictive behaviors. According to this model, early stages involve emotional and cognitive
responses to online triggers, influenced by impulsive and reflective decision-making systems.
Over time, repeated experiences of gratification and emotional compensation reinforce behavior-
specific expectancies, leading to more automatic, habitual use. In later stages, cue-reactivity and
craving become central drivers, while inhibitory control and executive functioning decline,
making it increasingly difficult to resist urges and regulate behavior. Thus, this finding
contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of internet addiction by suggesting that
Internet Craving, rather than loss of control alone, may be a more critical mechanism linking
internet use to mental health challenges.

These results suggest that it is not simply the amount of use that determines outcomes but
the quality, context, and motivation behind the use. They also highlight the importance of
avoiding overly simplistic assumptions that "less screen time" is always better. For adolescents,
especially, digital social interaction, when balanced, can play a meaningful and even protective
role in emotional development.

The Moderating Role of Internet Use Frequency by Purpose on Internet Addiction and
Mental Health

The moderating effect of internet use frequency, when examined by purpose, reveals a

counterintuitive pattern: students who used the internet less frequently for any of the three

primary purposes (schoolwork, entertainment, and social networking) reported higher levels of
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internet addiction, particularly in symptoms related to loss of control and craving, compared to
those who used the internet more frequently.

Additionally, when disaggregated by purpose, the effects vary. For schoolwork, the level
of internet addiction remains relatively consistent across low, medium, and high usage groups.
This suggests that time spent on academic tasks online does not significantly influence addiction
level. In contrast, a more precise pattern emerges for entertainment and social networking:
students who engage in these activities for medium to high durations tend to report lower levels
of internet addiction. This suggests that minimal engagement in these domains may leave unmet
emotional or social needs, potentially fostering compulsive or unsatisfied usage patterns.

A similar trend is observed in mental health outcomes. Students with lower internet use
report more psychological difficulties, while those with greater use, especially for specific
purposes, report fewer symptoms. This effect is particularly evident in schoolwork-related
internet use, where mental health issues significantly decrease with increased engagement.
Likewise, moderate to high use for entertainment and social networking (e.g., 3—4 hours) is
associated with better mental health outcomes than minimal use.

These findings suggest that students may require a minimum threshold of purposeful
internet use to satisfy their academic, emotional, and social needs. When use falls below this
functional threshold, students may be more susceptible to internet addiction symptoms and
mental health problems. Therefore, when moderated by its purpose, the frequency of internet use
plays a more complex role than simple exposure models suggest, emphasizing the nuanced

interaction between digital behaviors and psychological well-being.
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Applying the Law of Diminishing Marginal Utility to Explain the Moderating Effect

The observed pattern is that students who engage in low-frequency internet use for
schoolwork, entertainment, or social networking tend to report higher levels of internet addiction
symptoms and poorer mental health; At the same time, moderate-to-high frequency users
demonstrate better outcomes that can be conceptually understood through the Law of
Diminishing Marginal Utility, which was established by Hermann Heinrich Gossen in 1854.
Gossen’s First Law posits that the marginal utility, defined as the added satisfaction derived from
consuming one more unit of a good, decreases with each additional unit consumed until satiation
is reached (Gossen, 1983). Although formulated initially economically, the law offers valuable
insights into behavioral science and digital consumption.

In this context, the “good” is time spent on the internet, and the “utility” refers to
psychological and emotional satisfaction, such as academic productivity, social connection, or
entertainment gratification. At very low levels of engagement, the marginal benefit of internet
use may be insufficient to fulfill students’ needs. This unmet demand could lead to
dissatisfaction, craving, or compensatory behaviors, which manifest as increased internet
addiction and declined mental health.

The marginal utility rises as internet use increases, particularly for meaningful purposes
like schoolwork, entertainment, or social interaction. Students derive greater benefits from this
engagement, including improved academic confidence and emotional regulation, which helps
reduce dependency and psychological distress. This pattern reflects the ascending portion of the

marginal utility curve, where utility increases with consumption up to a functional threshold.
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While Gossen’s law also implies that excessive use may lead to diminishing or negative
returns, the current analysis focuses on the rising segment of the curve. Within this scope, the
findings reinforce that insufficient internet use can be as problematic as overuse. In doing so,
they extend the application of the Law of Diminishing Marginal Utility beyond economics to
digital behavior and psychological health.

Ultimately, this framework offers a theoretical lens to understand the nonlinear
relationship between internet use and well-being. It suggests that optimal engagement, not mere
avoidance or excess, is key to balancing psychological outcomes in the digital age.

Implication

The findings of this study carry several implications for education, clinical practice,
digital literacy, and public policy. First, the results challenge the traditional view that screen time
alone is the primary concern in youth internet use. Instead, they suggest that the purpose,
context, and motivation behind internet use are more critical in predicting mental health and
addiction outcomes. This aligns with the Cognitive Behavioral Theory and the I-PACE model,
which emphasize self-regulation, emotional triggers, and goal-oriented behavior as key factors in
behavioral health. Educational use, in particular, was linked to lower internet addiction and better
mental health, indicating that promoting intentional and structured use of technology in academic
settings may serve as a protective factor. Since formal digital literacy programs are still
emerging, schools should begin fostering digital awareness and critical thinking around
technology use. This includes helping students recognize the difference between passive
consumption and intentional engagement—an increasingly vital skill as Al algorithms rapidly

shape online content and behavior.
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Moreover, the study emphasizes internet craving as a stronger predictor of mental health
issues than loss of control. It suggests a need for assessment tools and interventions that focus on
managing cravings and emotional impulses, not just behavioral restrictions. This insight expands
our understanding of compulsive internet use and supports the I-PACE model’s emphasis on the
interplay of cognition, affect, and situational cues. Additionally, the relatively moderate levels of
addiction and emotional distress observed among students may be attributed to the structured,
value-oriented environment of parochial schools, pointing to the importance of social and
institutional influences as protective factors—an aspect reinforced by both CBT and Societal I11
frameworks.

At a broader level, the study supports the Societal Ill perspective, which argues that
digital platforms are often designed to exploit psychological vulnerabilities. This calls for policy-
level action, including regulation of persuasive technology features such as endless scrolling and
reward systems that encourage compulsive behavior, particularly among adolescents. Finally, the
study highlights specific at-risk groups—such as non-binary youth, senior students, students with
religious affiliations, and multi-ethnic students—who reported higher levels of internet addiction
and mental health concerns. This finding emphasizes the need for targeted, inclusive support
systems that account for diverse adolescent experiences and promote equitable access to mental
health and digital wellness resources.

Intervention and Leadership
Intervention Approaches Based on Previous Research

Intervening in internet addiction and its impact on adolescent mental health requires a

multi-level approach, addressing individual behaviors, family dynamics, school environments,

and broader societal influences. Given the complex nature of internet addiction, interventions
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must focus on self-regulation, parental guidance, school-based programs, and policy reforms to
foster a healthier digital culture.

At the individual level, Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) has been identified as one
of the most effective strategies for addressing problematic internet use. CBT helps individuals
recognize and replace maladaptive thought patterns with healthier behaviors (Young, 2015).
Research by Lerma et al. (2021) suggested that many young people with excessive social media
use exhibit poor self-regulation and what they term a “need for drama,” making them prone to
compulsive internet engagement. Some recommendations include becoming aware, for example,
of using a screen tracking time app to become aware of how long they spend online and also
finding healthier activities to replace poor habits (i.e., excessive scrolling), with exercise or
creative hobbies. One crucial aspect of treatment is teaching problem-solving skills to help
adolescents manage stress and avoid maladaptive coping mechanisms that drive them toward
excessive internet use.

Wolfling et al. (2014) spotlighted a CBT approach that is somewhat effective for all types
of internet addiction. It first analyzes the patient’s internet use habits. It identifies patterns in
what content they look for online and what triggers their cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and
psycho-physiological reactions. Therapists create an individualized plan, tailoring treatment to
the patient’s type of internet use, their social environment, and unique traits, such as personality.
Throughout treatment, therapists endeavor to motivate the subject to cut down on dysfunctional
habits. During the last stage, therapists work with the patient to identify the situations where their
cravings are powerful and collaborate on ways to prevent relapses.

Parental influence plays a critical role in shaping adolescent internet habits. O’Reilly and

Mohan (2023) found that power-assertive disciplinary techniques, such as strict restrictions or
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close supervision of internet use, were ineffective in reducing excessive use and instead
correlated with higher levels of anxiety and depression. A more effective approach involves
fostering psychological autonomy, where children are encouraged to develop self-regulation
skills rather than being subjected to rigid parental controls. Parents who engage in quality family
activities, such as board games, sports, or even co-playing video games, have a more substantial
influence in reducing their children's reliance on digital spaces for socialization. Another
essential aspect of parental intervention is media literacy education. Teaching children about
online privacy, digital addiction risks, and the psychological effects of excessive social media
exposure can help them make more informed decisions about their internet use (Livingstone &
Helsper, 2007).

School also plays a crucial role in shaping adolescents' internet habits. Lam and Harcourt
(2024), writing about businesses and organizations, suggested that these places should establish
clear internet usage policies. A balanced digital learning environment, where offline activities
complement online engagement, can help mitigate addiction risks. Padilla-Walker et al. (2019)
emphasized the importance of integrating structured internet use policies within educational
settings. Schools should designate tech-free zones to encourage face-to-face interactions and
incorporate digital literacy education into their curricula. Lam and Harcourt (2024) also
emphasized that organizations should bear some responsibility for helping their members seek
help, providing resources for those struggling with digital overuse. Likewise, schools that
provide counseling services that integrate CBT principles can support students struggling with
internet dependency. Initiatives such as “Digital Detox” events, "Offline Days," or "Digital
Balance Challenges" can help normalize healthier digital habits among students. All these efforts

are likely to have a secondary effect through peer influence, as the mindfulness of boundaries for
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technology and exposure to those who set a good example create a more balanced environment
for internet use.

From a broader perspective, societal and policy interventions must address the structural
factors contributing to internet addiction. Lundahl (2020) argued that excessive internet use
should not be solely attributed to an individual's lack of self-control but should also consider the
enticing design of digital platforms. Policy measures, such as regulating addictive design in
social media, are essential for mitigating the issue at its source. The 2019 Social Media
Addiction Reduction Technology bill aimed to limit manipulative design techniques that
encourage prolonged screen time. However, its failure to pass highlights the ongoing struggle to
regulate digital consumption. Besides keeping pressure on the government to pass regulations,
raising public awareness through government and non-profit initiatives can also promote digital
well-being. Furthermore, awareness campaigns can help all users of social technology to realize
their part in making others feel pressured to stay available online, to put out content constantly,
or to keep up with updates.

Overall, facing internet addiction and its impact on mental health requires an integrated
approach across multiple levels. With cognitive-behavioral strategies, fostering parental support,
creating balanced school environments, advocating for policy reforms, and getting cooperation
from society, it is possible to reverse the downward spiral of internet addiction and cultivate
healthier habits. However, many of these approaches call for an important element to get the best

results: a discerning and adaptable person to lead.
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Situational Leadership and Its Relevance to Addressing Internet Addiction and Mental
Health

No single intervention fits all internet addiction cases. Evidence presented in previous
chapters reveals that some youths go online for emotional reasons, some have self-control issues,
and some need interpersonal guidance. In contrast, others need a detached authority figure who
provides structure. The purpose of use does not reveal exactly why a youth goes online to excess,
nor precisely what they need to remedy their behavior; however, it provides valuable insight into
what kind of approach will work best in intervention attempts. For example, someone who
cannot stop checking in with friends on social networking platforms needs a different approach
from someone who plays massive multiplayer video games throughout the night.

The success of these interventions depends not only on their design but also on how they
are implemented. Leadership is critical in guiding adolescents, parents, educators, and
policymakers toward meaningful behavioral change. Just as no single intervention can
universally address internet addiction, no one leadership style can effectively guide all
individuals toward positive outcomes. Different individuals require varying levels of guidance,
support, and autonomy.

This is where Situational Leadership, initially developed by Hersey and Blanchard (1969)
and later refined in Situational Leadership II (SLII) by Blanchard (1985), provides a valuable
framework. Situational Leadership Theory suggests that effective leadership is contingent upon
the development level of the followers, so leaders must adapt their approach based on the
competence and commitment of those they are guiding. Similarly, interventions for internet
addiction must be tailored to different levels of digital dependency, motivations for internet use,

and individual readiness for behavioral change.
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The Situational Leadership model outlines four leadership styles that correspond to four
‘readiness’ or development levels in individuals. These are denoted with S (for leadership style)
and D (for development level, the intersection of competence and commitment levels):

e Directing (S1)—High Task, Low Relationship: This directive approach provides

structured guidance and clear instructions, suitable for individuals with low competence

but high commitment (D1).

e (Coaching (S2)—High Task, High Relationship: This strategy is effective for

individuals with some competence but low commitment (D2). Leaders must provide both

clear direction and motivation.

e Supportive (S3)—Low Task, High Relationship: This approach is applied when

individuals have high competence but variable commitment (D3). Leaders focus on

emotional support and collaboration.

° Delegating (S4)—Low Task, Low Relationship: This style is best for individuals

with high competence and high commitment (D4). Leadership is hands-off, allowing

autonomy.

The Situational Leadership approach incorporates the flexibility and individually tailored
responsiveness necessary to meet the complexity of internet addiction. Like CBT, it analyzes
each individual to make a maximally effective plan. It addresses emotional needs such as trust,
lack of motivation, and the need for encouragement, but it can also stay oriented to goals and
provide structure.

While examples of direct applications of Situational Leadership Theory to internet
addiction and adolescent mental health interventions are limited, the theory aligns closely with

this study. Both emphasize adaptability in response to varying levels of need. Whether guiding
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adolescents at risk of internet addiction, supporting parents in managing digital habits, assisting
educators in implementing school-based interventions, or influencing policymakers in designing
regulations, this leadership model provides the necessary flexibility to match the developmental
and motivational needs of those affected by excessive internet use.
Internet Addiction and Mental Health Based on Readiness Levels

Adolescents exhibit varying levels of awareness of problematic use and self-regulation.
This requires intervention strategies that align with their developmental readiness. Situational
Leadership provides a structured approach to addressing internet addiction by adjusting
interventions based on competence and commitment levels. In internet addiction cases,
competence would mean skill level in managing internet use, and commitment would mean
motivation and willingness to change.

The first level comprises adolescents with low competence but high commitment (D1).
These would be youths who excessively engage in online activities but are convinced that change
is necessary. A directive approach (Telling — S1) is necessary for these cases. These individuals
require clear and structured interventions, such as strict screen time regulations, digital detox
programs, and mandatory digital literacy education in school curricula. Behavior-tracking tools
can help raise awareness of excessive internet use and foster responsible habits. Additionally,
this development level benefits from regular check-ins from leadership.

Some adolescents develop a measure of competence but exhibit low commitment (D2).
At this level, youths acknowledge the risks of excessive internet use yet struggle with self-
discipline. A coaching approach (Selling — S2) is most effective in these cases. Interventions
should include peer mentorship programs where older students encourage responsible internet

use alongside gamified tracking tools that incentivize self-regulated screen time. The rewards of
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socialization and the game element help with the low commitment. Additionally, school
counseling and coaching sessions can reinforce motivation and help students develop healthier
digital habits.

Adolescents with high competence but variable commitment (D3) understand the
importance of digital balance but experience occasional relapses into unhealthy habits. The
collaborative approach (Participating — S3) is ideal for these youths. These individuals would
benefit from self-regulated screen time agreements, negotiated with parents and educators, and
student-led digital wellness clubs that foster peer accountability. Periodic check-ins with leaders,
such as mentors or counselors, provide additional support and ensure sustained commitment to
responsible internet use.

Finally, adolescents with high competence and high commitment (D4) demonstrate
strong self-regulation skills. These types should be empowered through an approach that
delegates many decisions to them (Delegating — S4). These individuals require minimal
oversight and should be encouraged to take the lead in their digital well-being efforts. Strategies
such as self-monitoring tools, participation in digital literacy initiatives, and flexible screen-time
policies allow them to take full responsibility for their internet habits, reinforcing their ability to
navigate the digital landscape independently. While much of the work is left to the subject, the
leader’s role is still important. They must serve in a mentoring role and be available to offer
wisdom and direction when the follower asks.

The Role of Leadership in Adolescent Readiness Stages

Addressing adolescent internet addiction requires coordinated leadership from parents,

schools, and policymakers, each playing a distinct role based on adolescents' developmental

readiness. By applying Situational Leadership Theory, these leadership figures can adjust their
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interventions to match adolescents' competence and commitment levels. The term “task,” which
can be high or low, refers to the guidance, structure, and direction that a leader provides. The
figures can also adjust their relationship level from supportive and engaging to detached, which
leaves room for autonomy.

For the D1 youths (low competence, high commitment), the matching leadership
approach is Telling (S1), which is high task, low relationship. At this level, adolescents do not
need to build trust or emotional support very much; rather, they respond to strict structure and
guidance to establish healthy digital behaviors.

e Parental Role: Parents must take a directive leadership role by implementing strict

screen time limits and digital detox schedules and monitoring internet activities at home.

They should use behavior-tracking tools to raise awareness and provide structured

education on responsible internet use.

e School Role: Schools should enforce mandatory digital literacy education within

curricula, set clear device usage policies, and introduce teacher-supervised internet use

during school hours.

e Policymaker Role: Policymakers must enact strict regulations on addictive digital

design, enforce age restrictions for social media use, and mandate digital wellness

programs in schools.
At this stage, a directive (Telling — S1) approach is essential, where adolescents are given
explicit instructions rather than autonomy in their digital habits.

For the next group, D2 (some competence, low commitment), the Selling approach (S2:

high task, high relationship) matches well. Adolescents in this stage recognize the risks of
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excessive internet use but struggle with self-discipline and maintaining responsible habits. They
require both structured guidance and motivational engagement to sustain their commitment.

e Parental Role: Parents should engage in digital agreements with adolescents that

allow some negotiation on screen time limits. Encouraging positive reinforcement

through rewards for responsible use and family discussions about digital well-being helps
reinforce commitment. A key focus should be staying open to provide emotional support
and keeping the child motivated.

e School Role: Schools should introduce peer mentorship programs, where older

students promote responsible digital use and implement gamified digital wellness

challenges that incentivize self-regulation. Additionally, counseling services should guide
the balancing of screen time with offline activities. These outside influences help
compensate for the low level of commitment.

e Policymaker Role: Policymakers should support public awareness campaigns on

internet addiction, fund community-based digital literacy programs, and work with

technology companies to implement responsible social media engagement tools.

For the next group, D3 (high competence, variable commitment), the Participating style,
and S3 (low task, high relationship) are the best matches. At this level, adolescents have
developed a strong understanding of responsible internet use but experience occasional relapses
into excessive digital engagement due to social pressures or habit. Adolescents need autonomy
but still benefit from structured support from parents, educators, and policymakers. A supportive
and collaborative approach is necessary to help them sustain their commitment.

e Parental Role: Parents should adopt a participatory approach, involving adolescents

in joint decision-making about screen time rules, co-playing video games, or engaging in
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digital activities together to foster trust. Media literacy discussions at home can help

adolescents critically analyze their digital habits and reinforce their responsibility.

e School Role: Schools should facilitate student-led digital wellness initiatives,

allowing adolescents to take leadership roles in promoting responsible internet use.

Encouraging peer accountability through digital responsibility clubs can further sustain

positive behaviors.

e Policymaker Role: Policymakers should support public-private partnerships to

promote ethical technology use and fund digital literacy grants for schools. Encouraging

tech companies to develop non-addictive user experiences can reinforce a healthier

digital ecosystem.

The final group, D4 (high competence, high commitment), calls for the Delegating style,
S4 (low task, low relationship). Adolescents with this competence level have mastered self-
regulation and engage responsibly with digital content. They no longer require direct supervision
but should be empowered to lead digital wellness efforts and mentor others.

e Parental Role: Parents should adopt a “delegative” approach, trusting adolescents to

self-monitor their internet use while providing occasional guidance. Encouraging them to

mentor younger siblings or peers on responsible digital use can further reinforce their

leadership.

e School Role: Schools should transition from structured oversight to student-led

digital initiatives, allowing students to develop and implement their internet well-being

projects. Providing access to digital wellness resources without strict enforcement fosters

independent responsibility.
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e Policymaker Role: Policymakers should still regulate expectations in internet-related
industries but leave room for these more autonomous users who do well setting their
limits. Encouraging tech companies to uphold digital responsibility and contribute to
community-based digital literacy efforts will help a balanced internet culture flourish.

The key is not to over-restrict but to allow these high-competence, high-commitment

users to be free online.

In brief, Situational Leadership provides a comprehensive framework for ensuring that
adolescents receive the appropriate level of guidance, support, and autonomy at different stages
of their digital readiness. It identifies and meets both emotional needs and structural needs. It
also reveals ways different parties, such as parents, faculty, or government, can participate in
changes affecting individuals and the entire community. Far from the rudimentary methods of
simply restricting or denying internet access, this approach can provide a dynamic, adaptable
solution that promotes long-term digital responsibility and well-being. Through strong leadership
and well-structured interventions, internet use can transition from a risk factor to a powerful tool
for learning, social connection, and positive mental health.

Limitation

There are two emerging limitations of this study. The first of these is location-based, as
the data largely reflects the lives of American and Canadian respondents. These may vary
noticeably from results from Europe, especially from Asia, as individualistic culture prevails in
these North American countries. To be more specific, individualistic cultures tend to assert their
rights and value individual autonomy (Shin et al., 2020). This is likely to translate to youths in
the regions of this study having greater personal freedom in their internet use and less parental

monitoring when compared to youths of more collectivistic cultures.
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One of the primary limitations of this study is the geographical and cultural variation in
internet use, which may lead to different patterns of internet addiction and mental health
outcomes. Studies in the U.S. primarily reflect Western digital behaviors, where individual
autonomy, social media engagement, and entertainment-driven internet use dominate. However,
these findings may not fully apply to Asian or European contexts, where cultural norms,
parenting styles, and societal expectations shape internet engagement differently.

In Asian countries, different patterns emerge concerning the most popular uses for the
internet. For example, in East Asia, online gaming and academic use are the top associations
(Cheng & Li, 2014). In contrast, the top activities in the U.S. are watching videos, gaming, and
using social media (Rideout et al., 2022). Furthermore, governmental regulation of online time
can vary significantly between these countries. Currently, the U.S. and Canada do not have any
widely enforced restrictions on youth and their time on the internet, and attempts to restrict the
activity of minors are often criticized as unnecessary constraints on personal freedom (Lundahl,
2020). However, many other countries are more open to governmental mandates protecting
minors from excessive online time. Taiwan has limits on electronic product use, and South Korea
has passed many regulations. However, they often get repealed or revised, and China is currently
preparing a law that will cut minors off from the Internet at a specific time according to age
(Craven, 2024). Thus, there is room for significant variation between this study’s regional base
and other countries and cultures.

Another limitation of this study is related to the emerging popularity of Al (artificial
intelligence). With the current flagship of publicly available Al, ChatGPT, opened in November
of 2022, alongside many other free Al tools making their debut, Al has quickly become a

commonly used tool for the average person. A Pew Research report found that the number of
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teens using ChatGPT for schoolwork has doubled from 2023 to 2024 (Sidoti et al, 2025).
Seventeen percent of Americans use ChatGPT for entertainment, and this purpose of use is the
most popular in the youngest age group, as measured by Pew Research (ages 18-29) (McClain,
2024). The data collection timeframe for this study (2021-2022) occurred before Al’s
widespread expansion to the public. The questionnaire answered by study subjects did not
mention Al products or activities related to interacting with Al. Thus, it did not capture AI’s
relationship with these youths. This researcher’s recommendation for future studies would be to
capture internet addiction and mental health impacts in the Al era. That includes considering new
digital behaviors and habit-forming with Al. A longitudinal approach comparing pre- and post-
Al internet usage patterns would help clarify these evolving dynamics.
Delimitation

This study yielded an abundance of information worth considering; however, considering
the discussions already available on internet overuse, it would be most productive to focus on the
purpose of use. Rather than thoroughly researching ethnicity or gender, which have already been
examined in several other papers, it seems most important to explore the influence of what
youths are doing on the internet. These findings fill in some gaps in the more significant
discussion but also contradict and provide valuable insight into some existing research,
particularly the studies asserting that screen time was a primary consideration in determining
whether an individual had internet addiction.

The study also examines how the purpose of internet use affects mental health in
adolescents. Few studies have explored this connection, so the information here adds a valuable

perspective. It helps to better understand how the way young people use the internet—and how
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often—might relate to the mental health challenges they are facing. This opens the door for more
meaningful conversations and better support for their well-being.
Contribution of The Study

This study reinforces several well-established findings in existing literature on internet
use, internet addiction, and/or adolescent mental health. It confirms that excessive use,
particularly for entertainment and social media, is associated with increased risks of internet
addiction, emotional disturbance, behavioral disturbance, and suicidal ideation. Also, Internet
Addiction Craving is more pronounced among adolescents than Internet Loss of Control. The
research also supports some prior evidence identifying that adolescents, especially senior high
school students, are more exposed to internet addiction and mental health issues compared to
their younger peers. Additionally, religious affiliation emerges as a protective factor, with
Seventh-day Adventist students reporting less internet addiction and experiencing lower mental
health issues than other Christian denominations and also their non-religious counterparts.
Gender differences are also consistent with earlier research, showing that females tend to
experience higher rates of internet addiction, while males report fewer psychological issues
overall.

Beyond affirming existing knowledge, this study discovers several important new
contributions to the field. Most notably, it highlights the critical role of the purpose of internet
use rather than just the frequency of use in shaping both internet addiction and mental health
outcomes. Unlike previous studies that focused primarily on screen time, this research
demonstrates that using the internet for structured purposes, such as schoolwork, can be
protective, while unstructured purposes, such as social networking and entertainment, increase

risk. The study also finds that a high frequency of use across all three purposes (education,



202

entertainment, and social networking) leads to lower levels of internet addiction compared to the
low frequency of use. It also proposes a dual-pathway model, showing that purpose-driven
internet use impacts mental health both directly and indirectly through internet addiction.

Additionally, this study brings a new perspective by highlighting non-binary adolescents,
a group often overlooked in previous research, which mainly focused on LGBTQ or transgender
populations in general. The findings show that non-binary students have the highest levels of
internet use, addiction, and mental health challenges. By including a wide range of demographic
factors—such as gender identity, ethnicity, religion, region, and age—this study provides a
complete picture of how young people use the internet. It is believed to be the first study in the
parochial school system with this many variables.

Furthermore, this study can give a higher confidence level in its data as the sample size is
far more significant than most currently available research, with 9,115 participants. The data
comes from adolescents in North America, an area currently dominated by studies from Asia and
Europe, which focus more often on college-age or adult participants.

Overall, this study contributes a new theoretical perspective: the positive function of
internet use. This perspective proposes that internet use has a positive impact, reducing cravings,
loss of control, and mental health issues. Its positive effects vary depending on the purpose of
use, with noticeable differences between schoolwork and entertainment or social networking. In
today’s digital age, the internet holds significant potential to support youth development,
particularly when aligned with educational objectives. Furthermore, emerging technologies such
as artificial intelligence (AI) can enhance learning experiences and promote well-being when

integrated intentionally and mindfully.
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Figure 6.1

Diagram adapted from the Hersey-Blanchard Situational Leadership Model, as presented in
Sbeih and Jones (2021).
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