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| Abstract
INTRODUCTION

Internet addiction is an increasingly prevalent phenomenon affecting both social and psychological aspects of an
individual. Internet addiction is thought to be the result of cognitive distortions such as those seen in social anxiety. In
light of this theory, this study isan attempt to seeif there is an association betweeninternet addiction and social anxiety.

METHODOLOGY

A cross sectional study was conducted among students
from class 10-12 of a school in Dharan using convenient
sampling method. The students were evaluated using the
Young Internet Addiction Test (IAT) and the SPIN
Inventory. Descriptive data was analysed using number
and percentage. Association between IAT and SPIN was
assessed using chi square test. Correlation between the
IAT and SPIN scores was assessed using Pearson
correlation.

RESULT

Of the 245 students, 52.7% were female and 38.4% were
from class 10. 44.9% students had mild internet addiction,

29.4% had moderate and 0.4% had severe level of internet
addiction. 57.4% students had both internet addiction and
social anxiety (p < 0.01). There was a small positive
correlation between IAT and SPIN scores (r value 0.3, p
value<0.01).

CONCLUSION

Internet addiction and social anxiety are significantly
associated with each other. Further studies need to be
carried out to establish the cause-effect relationship.
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INTRODUCTION

From the initial days of formation of World Wide Web in
1980s it took around 15 years to have its revolutionary impact
on culture, commerce, technology including the rise of social
networking' and after nearly 3 decades of its breakthrough its
peak has hit 56.1% population of the world and 50% of the
Asian Population.’Nepal is no exception to the growth of
internet seen around the world. A 2017 survey found that
54% of Nepal's population were active internet users. This
number had furtherincreased to 63%in 2018.?

The increasing use of internet has attracted the attention of
researchers to this field. Young and Griffith were the first to
identify the behavior problems associated with the increased
use of internet. A variety of terms have been used to describe
this behavior, including "internet addiction",® "pathological
internet use",’"problematic internet use"® and "compulsive
internet use".” In this sense, internet addiction can be defined
as a syndrome of intense preoccupation with using the
internet.’ excessive amounts of time spent online, compulsive
use of the internet, difficulty in managing the time spent on
the internet, feeling that the world outside of the internet is
boring, becoming irritated if disturbed while online,
decreased social interaction with "real" people,’ and increased
loneliness and depression.”

Internet addiction is an increasingly prevalent phenomenon
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affecting both social and psychological aspects of an
individual with researches showing that Internet addiction is
strongly correlated with stress, depression,impulsivity,*
social phobia,” attention deficit."* Whether these are the
consequences of internet addiction or the cause is still a
matter of debate.” One area of considerable interest is the
presence of internet addiction in individuals with social
anxiety, which is characterized by significant discomfort and
avoidance of social and/or performance situations. The
cognitive behavior model of internet addiction states that
internet addiction is a result of maladaptive cognitive
distortions in individuals with preexisting psychopathology.
The theory states that individuals with preexisting
psychopathology such as social anxiety or depression may
use excess internet as a result of reinforcement that they
receive through it."” In accordance with this theory,
researchers have now started looking into the association
between internet addiction and social anxiety. However
studies done in Nepal have mostly focused on the prevalence
and associated comorbidities such as depression and sleep
problems.”* To the authors' knowledge no study has
attempted to study the relation between internet addiction
and social anxiety. This study is an attempt to assess whether
an association exists between internet addiction and social
anxiety in Nepalese context, which can have future clinical
and research implications.

MATERIALAND METHOD

This is a descriptive and cross sectional study conducted
after obtaining ethical clearance from the Departmental
Research Unit (DRU) after the study protocol was presented
in the department in presence of all faculty members and
incorporating appropriate feedbacks. Students studying in
class 10, 11 and 12 of a private school were enrolled after
obtaining consent from the principal of the school. All the
students present on the day of data collection were given IAT
and SPIN Inventory to complete. The presence of internet
addiction was assessed using the Internet Addiction Test
(IAT) which consists of 20 items scored on a scale from 0-5. A
score between 20-49 indicates presence of mild level of
internet addiction, 50-79 reflects the presence of moderate
level while a score above 80 indicates severe level of internet
dependency. Social anxiety was assessed using the SPIN
Inventory which is a 17 item scale scored on a scale from 0-4.
A score of 21-30 indicates mild anxiety, 31-40 indicates
moderate anxiety, 41-50 indicates severe anxiety and a score
above 50 indicates very severe anxiety. The collected data
was entered in Microsoft Excel Program 2007 and analyzed
by using Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) 11.5 for
statistical analysis.

RESULTS

A total of 245 students participated in the study. The mean
age of participants was 15.76 + 0.97 years. As shown in table
1 majority of participants were female (52.7%) and from
class 10(38.4%).

Table 1: Sociodemographic characteristics of the
participants (N = 245)

Variable Category Number
(Percentage)
Gender Male 116 (47.3%)
Female 129 (52.7%)
Class 10 94 (38.4%)
11 65 (26.5%)
12 86 (35.1%)

The IAT scores showed that 183 (74.7%) of the participations
had internet addiction. As shown in table 2 majority of the
participants (44.9%) had mild addiction while only 0.4% had
severe addiction. Scores from SPIN Inventory showed that
125 (51.0%) participants had social anxiety. Table 3 shows the
distribution of students with social anxiety.

Table 2: Distribution of participants according to IAT scores
(N=245)

Internet addiction Number (Percentage)
Absent 62 (25.3%)
Mild 110 (44.9%)
Moderate 72 (29.4%)
Severe 1(0.4%)

Table 3: Distribution of participants according to SPIN
Inventory scores (N=245)

Social anxiety Number (Percentage)
Absent 120 (49.0%)
Mild 72 (29.4%)
Moderate 33 (13.5%)
Severe 16 (6.5%)
Very severe 4 (1.6%)

Table 4: Association between social anxiety and internet
addiction (N=245)

Categories

Social Anxiety rvalue Remarks
Absent Present
Number Number

(P (Per )

42(67.7%) | 20(323%)| 0.3

p value

Absent
Number
(Percentage)
Present
Number
(Percentage)

Internet
addiction

<0.01 Highly

significant

78 (42.6%) | 105 (57.4%)

As shown in table 4, 57.4% of the participants had both
internet addiction and social anxiety and the association was
foundto be highly significant.

The mean IAT score was found to be 41.48 + 15.7 and the
mean SPIN Inventory score was 22.55 + 10.9. There was a
small positive correlation between the two scores and it was
statistically significant. (rvalue 0.3, p value -<0.01)

DISCUSSION

Ourstudy showed that internet addiction is a highly prevalent
phenomenon which is in accordance with other studies.””
However the prevalence was higher than the study
conducted by Gedam et al and Arthanari et al.*®” This could
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be because the authorsin the latter had used 50 as the cutoff
point while the rest used a score of 20. The prevalence of
severe addiction (0.4%) was in accordance with studies
conducted in India and China.”**** However it was lower
when compared to other studies done in Africa, Europe and
Korea.™ These variations could be due to factors such as
accessibility to internet, the questionnaire used and the cut
off values used. An additional problem is the use of vague
terms to define level of internet use such as “problematic”,
“borderline”, “atrisk”.

The prevalence of social anxiety in our study was 51%. We
have included all students who have scored more than 20 in
our final data analysis. The past studies conducted on
prevalence of social anxiety have used a cutoff score to
separate the students into those with social anxiety disorder
and those with subclinical anxiety. One study in Iran used the
cutoff of 33 and found the prevalence to be 10.1%.** Our
findings were comparable to those of Karthikeyan et al who
found that 61.1% had social anxiety of which 9.6% and 0.2%
had severe and very severe anxiety respectively.”

We further found that there was a significant association
between internet addiction and social anxiety. This reflects
the cognitive behavior model of internet addiction which
states that internet addiction is a result of maladaptive
cognition coupled with behaviors which help mitigate them,
thus providing reinforcement for the person."” People with
social anxiety often have apprehension related to
communication in public. Thus they prefer situations where
the perceived risks associated with face to face communication
is lowered. The internet provides them with such platform
enabling them to control the less positive aspects of
communication. By helping reduce the anxiety associated
with face to face communication, internet acts as a rein
forcing agent. This model of internet addiction has been
given terms such as the social compensation hypothesis or
the self medication hypothesis.”*

Using the same model, researchers have argued about the
potential therapeutic benefits of internet for people with
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social anxiety with researches showing that computer
mediated communication (CMC) can be helpful in alleviating
social anxiety.”® On the contrary, one study concluded that
CMC can decrease overall well being.”Contrary to the
cognitive behavior model, some researchers argue that
pathological internet use is the causative factor in social
anxiety. Pathological internet use makes an individual take a
step back from family and friends, thus reducing daily
communication and increasing the fear of negative social
evaluation.” All these findings show that the relationship
between internet use and social anxiety is not so simple as
once thought.

Problematic internet use is usually not assessed for in clinical
practice. Our study shows that there is an association
between internet addiction and social anxiety. This implies
assessing the cases of social anxiety for underlying
pathological internet use and taking appropriate measures to
mitigate it. However, the cause effect relation between the
two has not been clearly established in literature. Further
studies need to be carried out to establish this relationship
which may have clinical as well as therapeuticimplications.

A limitation of this study is that it has been carried out in a
selected sample of students and cannot be generalized to
large population.

CONCLUSION

Our findings show that internet addiction and social anxiety
are significantly associated with each other. However further
studies need to be carried out to establish a cause-effect
relationship.
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