
T HE rep o rt ab ove is typical of 
the kind of stories that have been
s at u rating the popular press in the

UK about ‘ i n t e rnet addiction’. The UK
edition of N ew sweek rep o rted that 2 to
3 per cent of the on-line community have
s e rious internet add i c t i o n s , and spend most
of their waking time surfing and ch atting in
this medium (Hamilton & Kalb, 1995). 

R e s e a rch into the area of intern e t
a ddiction is at present sparse but grow i n g.
This art i cle attempts to sep a rate the
e m p i rical re s e a rch from the media hy p e
and to assess whether internet add i c t i o n
can re a l ly be seen in the same light as
a ddictions to ga m bling and alcohol.

Defining ‘ a dd i c t i o n ’
For many people, the concept of add i c t i o n
i nvo l ves the taking of drugs (e. g. Wa l ke r,
1989). Th e re fo re, it is perhaps unsurp ri s i n g
t h at most official definitions concentrate on
d rug ingestion. Despite such defi n i t i o n s ,
t h e re is now a growing movement (e. g.
O r fo rd, 1985) that views a number of 
other behav i o u rs as potentially add i c t ive. 

These include activities as dive rse as
ga m bling (Gri ffi t h s , 1 9 9 5b) , ove re at i n g
( O r fo rd, 1 9 8 5 ) , s ex (Carn e s , 1 9 8 3 ) ,
exe rcise (Glasser, 1 9 7 6 ) , computer ga m e
p l aying (Gri ffi t h s , 1993) and pair bonding
( Peele & Bro d s ky, 1975). Such dive rs i t y
has led to new all-encompassing defi n i t i o n s
of wh at constitutes add i c t ive behav i o u r. 

Most people have their own concep t i o n
of wh at constitutes ‘ a ddiction’; but actually
t rying to define it is difficult. The way to
d e t e rmine whether non-chemical (i.e.

b e h av i o u ral) addictions are add i c t ive in a
n o n - m e t ap h o rical sense is to compare them
against clinical cri t e ria for establ i s h e d
d ru g - i n gesting addictions. This method of
making behav i o u ral excesses more
cl i n i c a l ly identifi able has been pro p o s e d
for behav i o u ral addictions such as
‘ t e l evision add i c t i o n ’( M c I lw raith et al. ,
1991) and ‘ a musement machine add i c t i o n ’
( G ri ffi t h s , 1 9 9 1 ) .

Once ‘ a dd i c t i o n ’ has been operat i o n a l ly
d e fi n e d, t h e re are two further questions that
need answe rs. These are : Does intern e t
a ddiction re a l ly exist? A n d, if it does ex i s t ,
wh at are people actually addicted to? Th e s e
questions will be ex p l o red by ex a m i n i n g
the core components of bona fi d e
a ddictions and then re l ating them to
ex c e s s ive internet use.

The rise of internet addiction 
It has been alleged by re s e a rch e rs like
myself that social pat h o l ogies are
b eginning to surface in cy b e rspace in 
the fo rm of tech n o l ogical addictions 
( e. g. Gri ffi t h s , 1 9 9 6a, 1 9 9 7a). 

Te ch n o l ogical addictions are
o p e rat i o n a l ly defined as non-ch e m i c a l
( b e h av i o u ral) addictions that invo l ve
h u m a n – m a chine interaction. Th ey can 
be either passive (e. g. television) or active
( e. g. computer games). The intera c t i o n
u s u a l ly contains inducing and re i n fo rc i n g
fe at u res (e. g. sound effe c t s , colour effe c t s ,
event fre q u e n cy, e t c.) that may pro m o t e
a dd i c t ive tendencies (Gri ffi t h s , 1 9 9 5a) .

Te ch n o l ogical addictions can be viewe d
as a subset of behav i o u ral add i c t i o n s
( M a rk s , 1990). Th ey fe at u re wh at I
consider to be the core components of
a dd i c t i o n : s a l i e n c e, mood modifi c at i o n ,
t o l e ra n c e, w i t h d rawa l , c o n flict and re l ap s e
(see Gri ffi t h s , 1 9 9 6b). For the purposes of
this art i cl e, a ny behaviour fulfilling these

six cri t e ria is there fo re operat i o n a l ly
d e fined as an addiction. These core
components are expanded below.

S a l i e n c e This occurs when the part i c u l a r
a c t ivity becomes the most important one in
the pers o n ’s life. It dominates thinking
(leading to pre o c c u p ations and cog n i t ive
d i s t o rt i o n s ) , feelings (resulting in crav i n g s )
and behaviour (socialised behav i o u r
d e t e ri o rates). For instance, in the case of
i n t e rnet users , even if they are not actually
o n - l i n e, t h ey will be thinking about the
n ext time they will be. 

Mood modification This re fe rs to the
su b j e c t ive ex p e riences that people rep o rt as
a consequence of engaging in the part i c u l a r
a c t ivity and can be seen as a coping strat egy.
For ex a m p l e, t h ey get an arousing ‘ bu z z ’o r
a ‘ h i g h ’ when they log on. Or, p a ra d ox i c a l ly,
t h ey ex p e rience a tranquillising feeling of
‘ e s c ap e ’ or ‘ nu m b i n g ’ when they have been
on-line for hours .

To l e r a n c e This is the process wh e reby
i n c reasing amounts of the particular activ i t y
a re re q u i red to ach i eve the same effects. Fo r
in s t a n c e, an internet user may gra d u a l ly
h ave to increase the length of time spent
on-line to ex p e rience a mood-modifying
e ffect initially obtained in less time.

W i t h d r a wal symptoms These are the
unpleasant feelings or physical effects that
occur when the particular activity is
d i s c o n t i nued or sudd e n ly re d u c e d. Fo r
ex a m p l e, an internet user may suffer the
s h a ke s , moodiness and irri t ability if
p revented from going on-line.

C o n f l i c t This re fe rs to the confl i c t s
i nvolving the activity between addicts and
those around them (interp e rsonal confl i c t ) ,
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Internet add i c t i o n :
A woman in Florida has lost custody of
her ch i l d ren after a judge ruled that she
was addicted to the internet. Ju d ge Je rry
L o ckett awa rded pri m a ry custody of Pa m
A l b ri d ge ’s two ch i l d re n , aged seven and
e i g h t , to her husband. … Wi t n e s s e s
t e s t i fied that after the couple sep a rat e d,
M rs A l b ri d ge moved the computer into her
b e d ro o m , put a lock on the door and
b egan spending most of her time on line. 
(The Guard i a n , 24 November 1997.)

MA R K GR I F F I T H S e x p l o res the empirical 

reality behind the media hy p e.
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c o n flicts with other activities (job, s o c i a l
l i fe, h o bbies and interests) or from within
i n d ividuals themselves (intrap s y ch i c
c o n fl i c t ) .

R e l ap s e This is the tendency fo r
reve rsions to earlier pat t e rns of the
p a rticular activity to re c u r, and for even the
most ex t reme pat t e rns typical of the height
of the addiction to be quick ly re s t o red after
m a ny ye a rs of abstinence or contro l .

S u rveying internet use
The popular stereotypes (see Rheingo l d,
1993) surrounding va rious types of hack i n g
and computing addictions (e. g. Shotton,
1991; Tu rk l e, 1995) port ray ‘ a dd i c t s ’a s
s o c i a l ly unskilled male teenage rs. Th ey
h ave little or no social life or self-
c o n fi d e n c e, and are given labels such as
‘ n e rd ’ , ‘ ge e k ’ or ‘ a n o rak’. 

The stereotype ap p e a rs to be part ly tru e.
R e s e a rch conducted in the mid-1980s on
‘computer add i c t s ’i n d i c ated that computer-
d ependent people we re like ly to be male,

i n t rove rted and educated and like ly to use
c o m p u t e rs in their pro fession (Shotton,
1991). Recent surveys have confi rmed that
a vast majority of internet users are in fa c t
male (e. g. Pitkow & Ke h o e, 1 9 9 6 ) .

Th e re have been a few surveys that have
t ried to ex p l o re the concept of intern e t
a ddiction. Young (1996a, 1998) was the
fi rst to carry out such re s e a rch in this are a .
She surveyed ex c e s s ive internet activ i t y
using an adapted ve rsion of the DSM-IV
c ri t e ria for psych o a c t ive substance
d ependence (American Psych i at ri c
A s s o c i at i o n , 1994). 

Although Yo u n g ’s study relies on a
p u re ly self-selected sample who replied to
a dve rts asking for ‘ avid internet users ’ ,
her results are neve rtheless intere s t i n g. A l l
her respondents who scored three or 
m o re affi rm at ive responses on the 
a d apted ve rsion of the DSM-IV we re
o p e rat i o n a l ly defined as ‘ i n t e rn e t
d ep e n d e n t ’ (n = 396). This group was 
then compared with a group of 100 ‘ n o n -
d ependent internet users’. 

The majority (60 per cent) of Yo u n g ’s
respondents we re fe m a l e, who obv i o u s ly
did not fit the stereotype of the ex c e s s ive
i n t e rnet user (i.e. a male in his late teenage
ye a rs). Why this occurred is uncl e a r,
although it may be because of the tendency
for more females than males to discuss
emotional issues and pro blems (We i s s m a n
& Pay l e, 1 9 7 4 ) .

I n t e rn e t - d ependent individuals used the
i n t e rnet for an ave rage of 38.5 hours a
we e k , c o m p a red to 4.9 hours a week for 
the non-dependent users. It is unlike ly that
eve ry one of her 396 dependent intern e t
u s e rs was a bona fi d e i n t e rnet add i c t
( p a rt i c u l a rly as they only had to score thre e
or more on the dep e n d e n cy ch e cklist). 

H oweve r,Young did rep o rt that many 
of her respondents displayed on-line
d ep e n d e n c e, i n cluding tolera n c e, loss 
of contro l , w i t h d rawal symptoms, a n d
i m p a i rment of functioning resulting in
n egat ive academic, s o c i a l , financial and
o c c u p ational consequences.

B renner (1997), l i ke Yo u n g, has also
examined ex c e s s ive internet usage amongst
a self-selected sample of the ge n e ra l
p o p u l ation in a study that is still ongo i n g.
B renner has developed a 32-item
‘ t ru e – fa l s e ’q u e s t i o n n a i re called the
I n t e rn e t - R e l ated A dd i c t ive Behav i o r
I nve n t o ry (IRABI), wh i ch people could 
fill out when they accessed his web s i t e. 
At the time of wri t i n g, the responses of the
fi rst 563 participants had been analysed (30
per cent of the people who had accessed 
the site).

Results to date indicate that re s p o n d e n t s
(mean age 34, 73 per cent male) used the
i n t e rnet for an ave rage of 19 hours a we e k .
Th ey ex p e rienced an ave rage of 10 signs of
i n t e r fe rence (e. g. fa i l u re to manage time
e ffe c t ive ly, cutting short on sleep , m i s s i n g
m e a l s , e t c.) on the IRABI. Older
respondents ex p e rienced fewer pro bl e m s
with the intern e t , and 80 per cent of the
total sample endorsed at least five of the
signs. This suggests that wh at observe rs 
see as ex c e s s ive may in fact be the norm .

It is hard to assess whether any of
B re n n e r ’s respondents are re a l ly addicted 
to the intern e t , as his scale items do not

Fact or fi c t i o n ?



p ro p e rly re l ate to addiction. Brenner cl a i m s
t h at tolera n c e, w i t h d rawal and craving are
common. Howeve r, f u rther ex a m i n ation of
these claims suggests that Bre n n e r
s o m ewh at ‘ ove rp l ay s ’ his data. 

For instance, he cl a i m s : t h at 55 per cent
a re ex p e riencing ‘ t o l e ra n c e ’ because they
spend too mu ch time on the internet; that

28 per cent are suffe ring ‘ w i t h d rawa l ’
because they find it hard to stop thinking
about the internet if they have not logge d
on in a while; and that 22 per cent are
‘ c rav i n g ’ because they have attempted to
spend less time connected to the intern e t
but have been unable to do so. Some may
a rgue that these behav i o u rs do not wh o l ly
i n d i c ate ge nuine signs of add i c t i o n .

Two recent studies have ex a m i n e d
ex c e s s ive internet use among a student
p o p u l ation. Although unrep re s e n t at ive 
of the ge n e ral publ i c, c o l l ege students are
c o n s i d e red high-risk for internet pro bl e m s
because of re a dy access and fl ex i ble time
s chedules (Moore, 1995). A survey by
P i t kow and Kehoe (1996) indicated that 
32 per cent of internet users access the
i n t e rnet through education prov i d e rs ,
and that 28 per cent of internet users 
a re college students. 

M o ra h a n - M a rtin and Sch u m a ch e r
(1997) examined wh at they term e d
‘ p at h o l ogical internet use’(PIU) in 277
c o l l ege students. PIU was assessed using 
a 13-item questionnaire in wh i ch all those
who scored four or more affi rm at ive
a n swe rs we re defined as pat h o l ogi c a l
i n t e rnet users (PI users) (see Table 1). 

PI users accounted for 8.1 per cent of
the total sample. Males were more likely
to be PI users (12.2 per cent of the males
in the sample) than were females (3.2 
per cent of the females in the sample). 
PI users were more likely to use
technologically sophisticated 
channels, on-line games and so on. 

Pe r h aps surp ri s i n g ly, PI users only
spent an ave rage of 8.48 hours a week on
the intern e t , a fi g u re signifi c a n t ly lowe r
than the studies outlined ab ove. Howeve r,
the authors argued that such a fi n d i n g
s u ggests that pro blems can occur in
re l at ive ly short periods of internet use. 

Other defining ch a ra c t e ristics of PI

u s e rs we re that they we re more like ly to
use a wide va riety of internet serv i c e s , a n d
we re more like ly to use the internet to meet
n ew people, for emotional support , to talk
to others with the same intere s t , to play
i n t e ra c t ive games like MUDs (Multi-User
D o m a i n s ) , to ga m ble and to engage in net-
s ex. Th ey we re also more lonely as
m e a s u red on the UCLA Loneliness Scale. 

A ga i n , the results are at best sugge s t ive
of internet addiction without proving it, a s
the items used on the PIU scale we re ve ry
similar (and in some cases identical) to
B re n n e r ’s .

M o ra h a n - M a rtin and Sch u m a ch e r
d e s c ribed the internet as the ‘ P rozac of
c o m mu n i c at i o n ’ for such users , as they
ap p e a red to other users to be more fri e n d ly
and open than they would have seemed in
the real wo rl d. It has also been argued that
their pro file part i a l ly confi rmed the
s t e reotypical image of computer add i c t s
( S h o t t o n , 1991) and hacke rs (Tu rk l e, 1 9 9 5 ) .

I have suggested (Gri ffi t h s , 1 9 9 5a) that
the internet provides an altern at ive re a l i t y
to users. It allows them feelings of
i m m e rsion and anonymity that may be
p s y ch o l ogi c a l ly rewa rd i n g. Such
i m m e rsion may actually lead to an altere d
s t ate of consciousness. 

Fi n a l ly, S ch e rer and Bost (1997)
s u rveyed 531 students about their intern e t
u s e, and developed a ch e cklist of ten
clinical symptoms to parallel the symptoms
of substance abuse and dep e n d e n cy.
Students had to indicate whether any of the
symptoms had occurred in the pre c e d i n g

ye a r. Those rep o rting three or more
symptoms we re classed as ‘ i n t e rn e t
d ep e n d e n t ’ (ID). A ga i n , l i ke Yo u n g
( 1 9 9 6a) , the cut-off point for ge nu i n e
a ddiction was perhaps too low. 

Results indicated that 49 re s p o n d e n t s
(13 per cent) of we e k ly internet users
s c o red three or more on the dep e n d e n cy
ch e cklist and that the majority of these
we re male (71 per cent). The ave rage
amount of time spent per week on the
i n t e rnet was 8.1 hours a we e k .

Results also showed that the ID used
less popular services on the intern e t
( ga m e s , bulletin board s , IRC (Intern e t
R e l ay Chat ) , M U D s , e t c. ) , and that they
we re more like ly to have on-line
re l ationships. Sixty-five per cent of the ID
group had tried to reduce their time on-
l i n e, and about half had been successful. 

Th i rteen per cent of the sample rep o rt e d
i n t e rnet use had interfe red with either their
academic wo rk , p ro fessional perfo rm a n c e
or their social live s , and 2 per cent
p e rc e ived the internet to have had an
ove rall negat ive effect on their live s .

S u rveys conducted to date do not show
c o n cl u s ive ly that internet addiction ex i s t s ,
m a i n ly because the cri t e ria chosen ap p e a r
to be only peri p h e ral to the core
components of addiction. 

This is not to criticise the data collected
by the re s e a rch e rs cited, as all the data are
of descri p t ive va l u e. Young (1996a; 1998)
p e r h aps comes closest to tapping into the
c o n c ept of internet add i c t i o n , with her ow n
clinical model based on psych o a c t ive
substance dep e n d e n cy. 

The surveys that have been conducted,
at best, i n d i c ate that internet addiction may
be prevalent in a significant minority of
i n d ividuals. But more re s e a rch using
va l i d ated survey instruments is re q u i re d.

Case studies
Case studies of ex c e s s ive internet users
m ay provide better evidence of wh e t h e r
i n t e rnet addiction ex i s t s , by virtue of the
fact that the data collected are mu ch more
d e t a i l e d. Even if just one case study can be
l o c at e d, it indicates that internet add i c t i o n
a c t u a l ly does exist — even if it is
u n rep re s e n t at ive. 

Both myself (Gri ffi t h s , 1 9 9 7b) and
Young (1996b) have described wh at we
consider to be detailed case studies of
i n t e rnet addicts. Young provided an account
of a 43-ye a r-old US homemaker wh o s e
i n t e rnet usage resulted in signifi c a n t
i m p a i rment to her fa m i ly life. Over a thre e -
month peri o d, the woman in question
gra d u a l ly built up to spending 50 to 60
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TABLE 1 Some items on the P a t h o l o gical Internet Use Scale
( f rom Morahan-Martin & Schumacher, 1 9 9 7 )

● I have been told that I spend too much time on-line.
● I have tried to hide from others how much time I am actually on-line.
● I have gotten into trouble with my employer or school because of being on-line.
● I have attempted to spend less time on-line but have not been able to.
● I have never gotten into arguments with a significant other over being on-line.
● I have ro u t i n e ly cut short on sleep to spend more time on-line.
● If it has been a while since I last logged on, I find it hard to stop thinking about what will be waiting

for me when I do.
● My work and/or school performance has not deteriorated since I started going on-line.
● I have missed classes or work because of on-line activities.



h o u rs a week on the intern e t , p a rt i c u l a rly
on ch at lines. Some of her sessions lasted
up to 14 hours at a time. 

She eve n t u a l ly felt dep re s s e d, a n x i o u s
and irri t able when she was not on-line, a n d
her usage started to interfe re with both her
domestic duties and her re l ationship with
her husband and ch i l d ren. She also got into
financial tro u bl e, running up monthly
t e l ephone bills of about $400.

Young argued that this case bro ke the
s t e reotype of ex c e s s ive internet users (in
not involving a young male), and 
s u ggested that certain risk fa c t o rs may 
be associated with the development of
a dd i c t ive use of the internet (i.e. the
i n t e ra c t ive nat u re of the ch at - room). Th e s e
themes have been expanded (Gri ffi t h s ,
1 9 9 5a) , and will be re t u rned to bri e fly at
the end of this art i cl e.

M o re re c e n t ly, I outlined five case
studies of ex c e s s ive internet users — thre e
t e e n age males, one midd l e - aged wo m a n
with physical disab i l i t i e s , and one male in
his early thirties (Gri ffi t h s , 1 9 9 7b) .
H oweve r, I argued that only two of them
we re actually addicted using the six cri t e ri a
of add i c t i o n .

One of the two addicts was ‘ Ja m i e ’( n o t
his real name), a 16-ye a r-old British male
( at college) who was an only child and
l ived alone with his mother. Jamie had no
p hysical pro blems although he was ve ry
ove r weight. He spent around 70 hours a
week on his computer, i n cluding 40 hours
on the internet. This included two 12-hour
sessions at the we e ke n d.

Ja m i e ’s usual pat t e rn was to log on
b e t ween 2pm and 4pm and log off betwe e n
1am and 5am. He described himself as
‘ s c i - fi mad’and spent ‘ h o u rs and hours ’
taking part in internet discussion gro u p s
about the television progra m m e Star Tre k
and its spin-offs. As a consequence of his
ex c e s s ive internet use, the house telep h o n e
bills we re large.

Jamie claimed the internet was the most
i m p o rtant thing in his life, and that he
thought about it even when he was not
using it. He said the internet could ch a n ge
his mood — either calming him or ex c i t i n g
him. He got withdrawal symptoms if he
could not get internet access. When try i n g
to cut down or quit, he found the lure of
cy b e rspace too strong to resist and he
would get the ‘ s h a kes’. Howeve r, he does
not view himself as an ‘ a ddict’. 

Jamie had difficulty limiting or
c o n t rolling his time on-line. Over a 
t wo - year peri o d, he upgraded his computer
11 times. He said: ‘I log on litera l ly until I
am phy s i c a l ly unplugged by someone else

… I can’t wo rk or live without it — my
social and intellectual life are linke d
d i re c t ly to it.’

Ja m i e ’s use of the internet also caused
i rregular sleeping pat t e rns. It did not bother
him that he had become nocturnal in ord e r
to use the internet when telephone ch a rge s
a re low. Occasionally, he ove rs l ept and
missed college because of his computer
u s age. He tried to quit the internet — once
giving up for three days — but the pre s s u re
to log back on proved too gre at. 

I argued that Jamie ap p e a red to fit the
s t e reotype of an internet ‘ a ddict’. He was a
male teenager who ap p e a red to have little
or no social life, little or no self-
c o n fi d e n c e, who displayed all the core
components of addiction (as outlined
e a rl i e r ) , and who denied he had any kind 
of pro blem. His passion for science fi c t i o n
e choed re s e a rch carried out by Wo l f s o n
( 1 9 9 5 ) , who found that obsessive fans of
Star Tre k use the internet ex t e n s ive ly.

Ja m i e ’s pri m a ry motivation for using
the internet ex c e s s ive ly was to socialise
with other internet users. It may be that he
felt comfo rt able in the text-based (i.e. with
no fa c e - t o - face interaction) wo rld of the
i n t e rnet because of his obesity. But
rega rdless of the cause of Ja m i e ’s ex c e s s ive
i n t e rnet use, it does ap p e a r, in this case at
l e a s t , t h at the person invo l ved suffe re d
f rom a ge nuine addiction that is
c o m p a rable with other more accep t e d
a dd i c t i o n s .

E va l u ating the ev i d e n c e
Taking all the case study and survey
evidence toge t h e r, it can be argued that
ex c e s s ive usage in a majority of cases
ap p e a rs to be pure ly symptomatic (i.e. the
i n t e rnet is being used as a tool to engage in
other types of rewa rding behav i o u r, l i ke

being in a re l ationship). But for wh at
ap p e a rs to be an ex c e e d i n g ly tiny minori t y,
the internet may be add i c t ive. 

My case study accounts (Gri ffi t h s ,
1 9 9 7b) show that the internet was used 
to counteract other deficiencies in the
p e rs o n ’s life (e. g. re l at i o n s h i p s , l a ck of
f ri e n d s , p hysical ap p e a ra n c e, d i s ab i l i t y,
coping etc.). All of the case studies used
the computer for social contact (mostly fo r
IRC services). 

As these cases show, t ex t - b a s e d
re l ationships can obv i o u s ly be rewa rd i n g
for some people, and this is an area fo r
f u t u re re s e a rch. It is perhaps also re f re s h i n g
t h at in some circ u m s t a n c e s , o n - l i n e
re l ationships could be deemed to be
p s y ch o l ogi c a l ly healthy because they bre a k
d own prejudices. On-line intimat e
re l ationships are not based on people’s
p hysical ap p e a ra n c e.

Another question to consider is wh e t h e r
the social pat h o l ogies in cy b e rspace are
i n ev i t abl e. Wh at we are seeing could
m e re ly be the continu ation of a decades-
long trend of people spending more and
m o re time with tech n o l ogy rather than 
with humans. 

The shift away from fa m i ly and peers 
to mass media tech n o l ogy as pri m a ry
s o c i a l i s ation agents can be traced to the
growing popularity of radio in the 1930s,
fo l l owed by television in the 1950s, a n d
computer netwo rks today. For many
p e o p l e, going on-line could be a way of
dealing with a society wh e re people are
becoming ever more isolated from one
a n o t h e r.

One of the objectives of any future
re s e a rch should be to determine the object
of the ‘ a ddiction’. As I mentioned earl i e r, i f
some people are addicted to the intern e t ,
wh at are they addicted to? Is it the pro c e s s
of typing? The medium of commu n i c at i o n ?
Aspects of its specific style (e. g. no fa c e -
t o - face interaction)? The info rm ation that
can be obtained (e. g. porn ograp hy ) ?
S p e c i fic types of activity (ro l e - p l ay i n g
ga m e s , computer ga m e s , ga m bl i n g ) ?
Talking to others (in ch at rooms or on IRC)? 

One thing that may intensify this fo c u s
on the internet is its vast capacity to feed or
fuel other addictions or compulsions. Fo r
ex a m p l e, to a sex addict or a ga m bl i n g
a dd i c t , the internet could be a ve ry
d a n ge rous medium. 

Th e re is also the pro blem that the
i n t e rnet consists of many diffe rent types 
of activity (e. g. e-mailing, i n fo rm at i o n
b row s i n g, file tra n s fe re n c e, s o c i a l i s i n g,
ro l e - p l aying etc.). It could be the case —
and pro b ably is the case — that some of
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these activities (such as IRC or ro l e -
p l aying games) are potentially more
a dd i c t ive than some other intern e t
a c t iv i t i e s .

F u t u re re s e a rch might try to establ i s h
why the internet is highly re i n fo rcing fo r
some people. Hammers l ey (1995) has
s u ggested a number of reasons wh i ch
appear to fit in with the case study
ev i d e n c e :

● It allows correspondence with people
who share mutual interests. 

● It puts people in touch with other
people that otherwise they would neve r
meet. 

● The costs of commu n i c ating are low. 
● Th e re is a substantial ‘ p u z z l e ’e l e m e n t

to using the intern e t , and many people
find puzzling tasks re i n fo rcing in
t h e m s e l ves. 

● People can download softwa re toy s ,
some of wh i ch are re i n fo rc i n g. 

● People can ke ep in touch with fri e n d s
with minimal time and financial costs. 

● It gives people feelings of status and
m o d e rn i t y, wh i ch may bolster self-
esteem. 

● It allows people to be taken seri o u s ly
and listened to. 

● It allows people to present a ‘ we l l -
m a n age d ’p e rs o n a , wh i ch may dev i at e
in significant ways from one’s eve ry d ay,
fa c e - t o - face persona. 

● It allows people to be boring about their
favo u rite hobby hors e. 

A reas of concern
Fi n a l ly, it is perhaps wo rth noting that the
s t ru c t u ral ch a ra c t e ristics of softwa re might
p romote add i c t ive tendencies (Gri ffi t h s ,
1 9 9 5a). Stru c t u ral ch a ra c t e ristics —
n a m e ly, fe at u res that manu fa c t u re rs design
into their products — potentially pro m o t e
i n t e ra c t iv i t y. To some ex t e n t , these may
help to define altern at ive realities for users
and allow them feelings of anonymity —
fe at u res that may be ve ry psych o l ogi c a l ly
rewa rd i n g.

S t ru c t u ral ch a ra c t e ristics are re s p o n s i bl e
for re i n fo rc e m e n t , m ay satisfy users ’n e e d s
and may actually fa c i l i t ate ex c e s s iveness. 

By identifying particular stru c t u ra l
ch a ra c t e ri s t i c s , it may be possible fo r
re s e a rch e rs to see how (a) needs are
i d e n t i fied; (b) info rm ation about the
i n t e rnet is presented (or perhap s
m i s rep resented); and (c) cognitions are
i n fluenced and distorted (see Gri ffi t h s ,
1 9 9 3 , for an ove rv i ew on stru c t u ra l
ch a ra c t e ristics). 

Th e re is no doubt that internet usage

among the ge n e ral population will start to
i n c rease over the next few ye a rs. If social
p at h o l ogies are being ex p ressed in this
a re n a , then this should be of interest and
c o n c e rn not only to psych o l ogists but to all
those invo l ved in clinical health issues. 

E x c e s s ive use of the internet may not be
p ro bl e m atic in most cases, but the limited
case study evidence does seem to sugge s t

t h at for some indiv i d u a l s , ex c e s s ive intern e t
u s age is a real addiction and of ge nu i n e
c o n c e rn .
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