
Abstract
Background: The increasing growth and adverse effects of internet addiction have made this disorder a factor underlying all 
behavioral addictions. The present study aimed to explain the process of internet addiction in students of the University of 
Tehran.
Methods: This qualitative study was conducted based on the grounded theory which is an exploratory research method. The 
research population included students with internet addiction at the University of Tehran in the academic year 2019-2020. Using 
purposive sampling and theoretical saturation criteria, 15 students (5 males and 10 females) were selected as the participants in 
the study. The data were collected through structured interviews with the students.
Results: Based on the analysis of the data from the interviews, the factors effective in the formation of internet addiction were 
classified into 43 primary themes and 14 subcategories that were summarized into 5 main categories including individual 
factors, family factors, social factors, educational factors, and features of the internet.
Conclusion: Students’ internet addiction can be attributed to personality factors, psychological disorders, and family factors. 
The findings of this study provided a clear picture of internet addiction. The results of this study can be useful for psychologists 
and therapists to better understand this phenomenon and plan strategies for the prevention and treatment of internet addiction.
Keywords: Internet addiction, Students, Grounded theory, Purposive sampling, Qualitative interviews

Introduction
In recent decades, information and communication 
technology (ICT) has been introduced and welcomed as 
a facilitator in educational, research, and management 
settings (1). However, the increasing access of people 
to the internet has led to the emergence of a new type 
of addiction called internet addiction (2). In 2013, the 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 
(DSM- IV-TR) introduced internet addiction as an 
impulse control disorder, and internet addiction was 
defined as a type of psychological addiction that indicates 
the need to excessively use the internet (3).

The study by Mousavi confirmed the extreme use 
of social media and internet addiction among Iranian 
adolescents and young people (4). One of the factors 
accounting for young people’s willingness to use the 
internet is simple and risk-free communication with 
others and free expression of thoughts and feelings (5). 
Another advantage of the internet is that it provides 
access to a large quantity of information (6). Internet 
addiction in students is important because of their age 
and role in society (7). A study by Motidost Komleh et 

al. showed a significant negative relationship between 
internet addiction and academic motivation (8). Ganji 
et al also reported a significant negative relationship 
between internet addiction and academic motivation 
(9). Students are currently immersed in a sea of   internet 
information but do not know where to reach their goals 
(6). An in-depth understanding of internet addiction 
is possible when various aspects of this phenomenon 
are taken into account. To the best of the researcher’s 
knowledge, no study has provided an in-depth analysis 
of internet addiction. Thus, the dimensions of this 
emerging phenomenon are not yet known. Furthermore, 
there is no local theory to be used for developing an 
effective treatment for internet addiction, Accordingly, 
the present study aims to identify the causal, contextual, 
and intervening conditions underlying the internet 
and strategies used to treat internet addiction and the 
consequences of using the strategies. It also aims to 
develop a local model of students’ internet addiction.

Methods 
This qualitative study was conducted based on the 
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grounded theory. Grounded theory is an inductive and 
exploratory research method that allows researchers in 
various fields to formulate a theory instead of relying on 
their existing theories (10). The main idea of   grounded 
theory is that instead of testing hypotheses, people’s 
verbal reporting of their experiences can be used as data 
to develop a set of theoretical concepts that best describe 
the data (11).

The research population included students with 
internet addiction at the University of Tehran in the 
academic year 2019-2020. The researcher attended a 
counseling center and identified and interviewed several 
students with internet addiction. The inclusion criteria 
were: (1) Being a student, (2) Obtaining a score above 70 
on the Internet Addiction Test (IAT), and (3) Willingness 
and consent to attend the interview session. The data 
were saturated by interviewing 15 students who were 
selected as the participants using purposive sampling. 
In qualitative research, respondents in the research 
sample should be selected in such a way as to provide 
the possibility of collecting the largest and most in-depth 
data (12).

Instruments 
The following instruments were used in this study to 
collect the data: 

Young Internet Addiction Test: The test was developed 
by Kimberly Young (1998) to measure internet addiction 
among adults and students and has high discriminant 
power. It was designed to measure the extent and severity 
of internet use based on clinical experience and contains 
20 items on a 5-point Likert scale. Alavi et al reported 
the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the whole test was 
equal to 0.88 and the internal validity of the questionnaire 
was 0.82 using the split-half method. Besides, its external 
validity was 0.82 using the test-retest method (13). 
Zandipayam et al reported the internal consistency of 
the test using Cronbach’s alpha as equal to 0.92, which 
indicates the high internal consistency of the instrument 
(14). The total score on the test is measured as the sum of 
the scores of individual items and ranges from 20 to 100, 
with higher scores indicating higher internet addiction, 
and vice versa. A score of 20 to 39 indicates normal 
internet use, a score of 40 to 69 shows mild internet 
addiction, and a score of 70 to 100 indicates severe 
internet addiction (15).

Structured interviews: The data were collected through 
structured interviews with the participants. Before 
conducting the interviews, the researcher tried to gain the 
participants’ trust and obtained their consent to record 
their voices using a tape recorder. The interview with 
each participant lasted approximately 45 to 60 minutes. 
The main research question was: What is the process 
of internet addiction in students of the University of 
Tehran? To answer this question, field data were collected 

using structured exploratory interviews. After each 
interview, its content was transcribed word by word. The 
transcripts were then read several times to understand a 
general impression of the participants’ statements. In the 
next step, the meaning units including the sentences or 
paragraphs with a similar meaning were identified and 
the initial codes were extracted from them. The similar 
codes were then merged into categories that were at 
different levels of abstraction (16).

Results 
Qualitative data analysis
Data collection continues until the data are saturated, 
i.e. no new information is obtained upon collecting 
additional data. Coding is a systematic procedure 
developed by Strauss and Corbin (1990) to discover the 
categories, characteristics, and structure of data. In this 
study, a theoretical model was developed by coding the 
collected data to explain the phenomenon of internet 
addiction.

According to Strauss and Corbin (1990), open coding 
and axial coding are not two consecutive steps of an 
analytical process rather the coding process is dynamic 
and floating. At the beginning of the coding process, 
an attempt is made to identify the categories through 
open coding, and during the axial coding, the categories 
are linked to each other. After the relationship between 
categories is identified through open and axial coding, 
the extracted categories, subcategories, and their 
relationships are integrated through selective coding to 
develop a theoretical model.

Causal conditions
The participants described the phenomenon of internet 
addiction in response to questions related to each of the 
dimensions of the paradigmatic model. For example: 
What do you think the benefits of using the internet have 
been for you? What is your main reason for using the 
internet?

The initial codes were extracted via the analysis of the 
participants’ statements and experiences. In the next 
step, the codes commonly highlighted by all participants, 
as well as the codes that were considered important by 
the researcher were identified as the final codes along 
with their sources. Analysis of the participants’ responses 
to questions about the causal conditions of internet 
addiction revealed 26 primary themes, 5 subcategories, 
and 1 axial category.

Contextual conditions
Several codes were extracted from the participants’ 
statements and their responses to questions about 
the contextual conditions of internet addiction: Can 
you give an example? Can you explain? How are your 
relationships with your family members? Could you 



Alavi Asil et al

J Qual Res Health Sci. Volume 11, Number 3, 2022166

please explain? In the next step, the extracted codes were 
refined and the most important codes accounting for 
contextual conditions were identified. The contextual 
conditions were explained through 10 primary themes, 4 
subcategories, and 1 axial category.

Intervening conditions
The participants responded to questions about the 
intervening conditions of internet addiction. For 
example: What is the role of the internet in bridging 
communication and emotional gaps? What things can 
increase the desire or stimulate the use of the internet? 
What do you usually do with your temptations to use the 
internet?

Furthermore, the extracted codes were refined and 
the most important codes accounting for intervening 
conditions were identified. The intervening conditions 
covered 7 primary themes, 5 subcategories, and 3 axial 
categories. 

As can be seen in Table 1, factors affecting the emergence 
of internet addiction were explained by 43 primary 
themes and 14 subcategories and were summarized into 
5 main categories including individual factors, family 
factors, social factors, educational factors, and features of 
the internet: 

Strategies and actions
Some questions sought to elicit the participants’ opinions 
about the strategies and actions that can be adopted 
to reduce the use of the internet. For example: What 
strategies do you think are effective in reducing the use 
of the internet? What is the best alternative to reduce the 
use of the internet? What do you think is the best way to 
control your internet usage? During the data collection 
process, some codes were extracted from the participants’ 
significant statements. Then, the extracted codes were 
refined into 18 primary themes. In the next step, the 
identified themes were condensed into 6 subcategories 
and 1 main category accounting for strategies to reduce 
the use of the internet as shown in Table 2. 

Outcomes 
The participants provided answers to questions about the 
consequences of strategies adopted to reduce internet use. 
For example: What are the outcomes of controlling or 
using the internet optimally? During the data collection 
process, some codes were extracted from the participants’ 
significant statements. Then, the extracted codes were 
refined into 13 primary themes. In the next step, using 
axial coding, the identified themes were condensed into 
6 subcategories and 1 main category accounting for the 
outcomes of the adopted strategies as shown in Table 3.

Model development 
Strauss and Corbin (1990) developed a paradigm that 

helps the researcher think about data regularly and link 
them together. To explain students’ internet addiction, 
the paradigmatic model proposed by Strauss and Corbin 
is presented in this section: 
1. Causal conditions include categories and conditions 

that affect the phenomenon under study (internet 
addiction). Causal conditions in this study refer 
to individual factors that cover 5 subcategories 
(defective life skills, communication with others, 
fun and entertainment, personality traits, and 
psychological disorders and problems). 

2. Contextual or environmental conditions describe the 
specific conditions that affect strategies. Contextual 
conditions are a set of conditions that together create 
a set of conditions and phenomena or problems at 
a particular time and place and individuals respond 
to them using their own strategies. Contextual 
or underlying conditions originate from causal 
conditions. Contextual environmental factors 
that affect the strategies used are the same family 
factors that are considered as both underlying and 
continuing factors of this behavior and can affect 
people’s strategies to reduce the use of the internet. 
Thus, family conditions were considered as a subset 
of contextual conditions in this study. 

3. The core category in this study was the phenomenon 
under study (internet addiction).

4. Intervening (mediating) conditions refer to the 
general environmental conditions that affect the 
strategies adopted. These intervening conditions 
arise from unexpected and incidental situations 
that need to be addressed strategically. The social 
problems, peer role, educational system, convenience, 
and internet attractiveness were considered as 
intervening or mediating conditions in this study. 

5. Strategies are specific actions that are related to the 
main phenomenon and refer to the strategies that 
people adopt to deal with a problem. 

6. Outcomes refer to the results obtained from the 
application of strategies. In fact, outcomes show the 
effectiveness of the strategies adopted by the internet 
users in this study and their consequences.

After developing the paradigmatic model, it was 
validated. To this end, the model was evaluated by several 
experts who were familiar with the phenomenon of 
internet addiction and the grounded theory. The model 
was revised based on the feedback provided by the experts 
through a reciprocating process as shown in Figure 1. 

Discussion
The outcome of the grounded theory approach is a 
conceptual model. Studies that are conducted following 
this approach are valid only when the researcher provides 
an accurate and coherent conceptual model of the 
subject in question based on the research findings. In the 
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selective coding stage, 5 main categories were identified, 
including individual factors, family factors, social factors, 
educational factors, and the features of the internet, 
and strategies and outcomes. This section addresses 
the relationship between the extracted categories and 
develops a theory to explain them. Following the findings 
of the study, it can be concluded that internet addiction is 
not the main cause of the students’ problems. Rather, this 
disorder itself is the product of conditions that make the 

use of the internet a compensatory solution. The students 
pointed to the role of an authoritarian and controlling 
parent in the family. Authoritarian and repressive parents 
increase their children’s stress and negative emotions 
and reduce their self-confidence and self-efficacy. This 
finding was in line with the findings of a study by Mash 
and Talmud (15).

The students also reported that they had poor control 
over behaviors such as eating, watching TV, playing 

Table 1. The themes and categories accounting for factors underlying the formation of internet addiction

Themes Subcategories Main categories Factors 

Social skills, problem-solving skills, academic problems, avoidance Defective life skills 

Individual factors Causal conditions 

People of the opposite sex, friends Communication with others 

Spending time, having fun Fun and entertainment 

Poor self-efficacy, neuroticism, self-centeredness, emotional 
repression, aggression and irritability, introversion/extroversion, 
openness to experience, poor self-control, lack of purposefulness and 
planning

Personality traits 

Exam anxiety, loneliness, maladaptive cognitions, depression, 
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, social anxiety, feelings of 
emptiness, fear of failure, obsessive-compulsive disorder

Psychological disorders and 
problems 

The father’s absence, conflict and disagreement with the parents The parents’ marital problems 

Family factors Contextual conditions 
Parental perfectionism, parental aggression 

Parents’ personality traits and 
psychological disorders

Parental dominance, lack of intimacy, low parental tolerance, 
blaming parents, strict rules 

Authoritarian parenting style

Access Neglect and inattention 

Poor communication Social problems 
Social factors 

Intervening conditions 

Fitting in with peers Peer role 

Educational applications Educational system Educational factors

Ease of use, anonymity Convenience 
Features of the internet 

Being updated, Access to information about others Internet attractiveness 

Table 2. The themes and categories showing the strategies to reduce the use of the internet 

Themes Subcategories Main category 

Planning Personal discipline 

Strategies 

Seeking advice and help from family members for time management, seeing a counselor and psychologist, 
getting help from others

Seeking advice/help 

Purposiveness Far-sightedness 

Distraction Thought control

Staying away from mobile phones, leaving social media, not buying internet services, turning off mobile 
phone and Wi-Fi

Restricting internet access

Study, work and hobbies, enrolling in educational courses, watching TV, playing sports, having fun and going 
out with friends, spending time with family members, interacting with relatives

Alternative activities 

Table 3. The themes and categories accounting for the outcomes of the adopted strategies

Themes Subcategories Main category 

Obtaining higher grades, spending more time studying Improving academic performance

Outcomes 

Reducing physical pain, reducing the feeling of fatigue, regulating sleep patterns, reducing vision 
problems

Improving physical problems 

More communication with family members Improving interpersonal relationships 

Mood and clinical symptoms, boredom, depression Recurrence of psychological disorders 

Watching TV, spending time with friends Engaging in other activities 

Compensation for outstanding tasks Improving performance 
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computer games, and being violent toward others. 
Furthermore, most of the students participating in the 
present study reported attention-deficit/hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD) which resulted in a lack of self-control or 
self-regulation. This finding was consistent with the results 
of Rahmati and Saber’s study (17). Moreover, according 
to Mousavimoghadam et al (18), children with ADHD 
show significant problems in self-control, expressing and 
regulating their emotions, and recognizing the emotions 
of others. Therefore, such people, in the face of situations 
that provoke negative emotions, react by suppressing 
emotions, as also pointed out by Yildiz (19) as well as 
Shirazi and Janfaza (20). Furthermore, Pelletier-Baldelli 
et al (21) reported young people addicted to the internet 
usually showed emotional processing malfunctioning 
and had a poorer performance in emotion management 
than others. According to Wilson, internet addiction is 
caused by a lack of self-control (22). 

The students in the present study also reported that 
they had poor decision-making skills in the face of 
life challenges and were increasingly depressed and 
unmotivated. This finding was consistent with the results 
of the study by Salicetia (23) on cognitive dysfunction. 
One of the personality traits of internet-dependent users 
is psychosis, which is characterized by the creation of 
depression, fear, stress and constant anxiety, irritability, 
emotional repression, and poor self-control (15). One 
of the personality traits reported by the students in the 

present study was poor conscientiousness, which can be 
influenced by parenting style. The experience of failure, 
along with personality traits and family circumstances, 
can help the user avoid real-life problems.

Following the findings of this study, a conceptual 
model of internet addiction was developed as shown in 
Figure 2. Analysis of the students’ experiences indicated 
that students’ dependence on the internet is not the 
main cause of their lack of motivation, lack of the sense 
of responsibility, and academic failure, but rather 
personality factors, psychological disorders, and family 
factors underlie these problems and their prevention or 
treatment requires reconstruction or correction of the 
factors that play a role in formation and persistence of 
these problems. 

Given that before conducting qualitative interviews, 
informed consent was obtained from the interviewees 
and sufficient information was provided about the 
research purpose and procedure, the participants’ relative 
awareness may have affected the analysis of the issues 
related to internet addiction. Thus, researchers can focus 
more on the etiology of internet addition and present 
preventive, educational, and therapeutic strategies.

Conclusion
Based on the findings of the present research, it can be 
concluded that internet addiction is the result of a set of 

Figure 1. The paradigmatic model of internet addiction

Causal conditions 

Defective life skills, Communication 
with others, Fun and entertainment, 

Personality traits, Psychological 
disorders and problems  Contextual conditions 

The parents’ marital problems, 
Parents’ personality traits and 

psychological disorders, Authoritarian 
parenting style, and Neglect and 

inattention     

Intervening conditions 

Social problems, Peer role, Educational 
system, Convenience, and Internet 

attractiveness   

Core category  

Internet addiction  

Strategies  

Personal discipline, Seeking 
advice/help, Far-sightedness, Thought 

control, Restricting Internet access, 
and Alternative activities      

Outcomes  

Improving academic performance, 
Improving physical problems, Improving 
interpersonal relationships, Recurrence 
of psychological disorders, Engaging in 

other activities, Improving performance  
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factors and conditions, and its prevention or treatment 
requires the reconstruction or modification of the factors 
that play a role in its formation and continuation. The 
students’ reports showed that individual factors (such as 
personality traits, emotion regulation and self-control, 
problem-solving skills, social skills, incompatible beliefs 
and cognitions, and background or simultaneous 
disorders) along with family and social factors influence 
the formation and continuation of students’ addiction. 
Therefore, it is suggested that therapists use theoretical 
and practical training at the same time in order to prevent 
and reduce the damage caused by excessive use of and 
dependence on the internet.
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