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§ First examined in 1996 (Dr. Kimberly Young) 

§ Defined as compulsive overuse of the Internet (and 
it’s many uses) despite consequences – 
characterized by building and release of tension 

§  Internet a conduit to online behaviors 

§ First large scale studies estimated prevalence of 
heavy Internet use at about 6% of users. 
§ Additional studies suggest as high as 15%. 
§ College students appear to be in highest risk 

group (13%-18%) – next highest group are 
adolescents 
§ Trending downward – younger and younger 



§ Potential Characteristics 
§ 40-80 hours online /week – although time is 

relative  
§ Sessions often lasting up to 20 hours 
§ Sleep patterns disrupted  
§ Grades decrease 
§ Drop out of sports or social groups 
§ Irritable 
§ Use of caffeine to facilitate longer sessions 
§ Poor exercise and diet 
§ Social, occupational, psychological 

consequences  



§ Great deal of debate on how to categorize 

§ Addiction is a common catchall for compensatory 
behaviors with consequences – easy to define or 
‘know it when we see it’ 

§ Chemical vs. process/behavioral/psychological 
addictions 
§ Tolerance & withdrawal 

§ Does it fit? 



§ Characteristics of Substance Dependence 
include*: 

•  Tolerance 
•  Withdrawal 
•  Important aspects of life given up or reduced due 

to use. 
•  Desire or attempts to quit unsuccessfully 
•  Longer or more use than intended 
•  A great deal of time is spent using, acquiring, or 

recovering from the substance 
•  Continued use despite knowledge of recurrent 

problems (physiological or psychological)  

       *from DSM IV-TR  



§ Cognitive- Behavioral Model 
§ View online addiction as form of behavioral 

addictions (food, sex, gambling, exercise, etc) 
(Caplan, 2002) 

§ Features core components of addiction  
§  Salience 
§  Mood modification 
§  Tolerance 
§  Withdrawal 
§  Conflict 
§  Relapse 

§ Davis (2001) went a step further – suggesting 
maladaptive thinking/coping patterns were part of the 
core issue (overgeneralizing, catastrophizing, 
minimizing, etc.) 



§ Neuropsychological Model 

§ Not fully substantiated but appears that dopamine 
levels rise in behavioral addicts much the same as 
physiological use  

§ Brain neuropathways of reward and motivation 

§ Primitive drive to pleasure/away from pain 
§  Internet use 
§ Euphoric experience 
§ Numb experience 
§ Repeated use/tolerance 
§ Maladaptive coping styles 



§ Compensation Theory 

§ Internet used as a way to cope with deficits in 
self-esteem, identity, relationships, other 
perceived or real weaknesses 

§ Loneliness scales, Social intimacy 

§ Anonymity protects/frees the user 

§ Escapism 



§ Situational Factors 

§ Increased reliance on Internet use during 
times of life change or development – usually 
associated with increased stress 
§ Parental divorce, change in status, 

changing schools, etc. 
§ Viewed as a stress response - adaptation 

§ Comorbid factors 
§ Depression 
§ Anxiety 
§ Social Awkwardness 
§ Impulse Control 
§ Other addictions 



§ No one model ‘exactly’ fits. 

§ Continued effort to create a catchall but appears 
that differing theories may be better attributed to 
more specific uses (gaming, gambling, sex, etc). 

§ Further research needed to better understand 
motivational factors, family history and dynamics, 
personality, and comorbidity play roles 



§ Oniomania 

§ Purchasing large quantities of items online (eBay, 
store websites, etc.) that are unneeded 

§ Fantasizing about purchases made or want to 
make 

§ Using shopping or browsing as an escape or 
stress relief 

§ Build up of tension until purchase made 



§ Dangerous because: 

§ Privacy 
§ Ease 
§ Convenience 
§ Options 

§ Children & Adolescents may not have means to 
purchase online but may trade, use alternate 
forms of currency, or have others help 

§ Consequences typically pile quickly and become 
hard to conceal…but too often too late  



 
§ Case Example - Rosemary 



§  Use of online technologies to ‘speak’ with others 

§  Characterized by a want/desire/need to 
communicate with people primarily via online 
means 

§  Facebook, Twitter, forums, chat-rooms, blogs 

§  View online relations as a source of self-
esteem, efficacy, intimacy, and connectedness  



§  Facebook 
§  More than 757 million users log on to 

Facebook in any given day 
§  Average user has 200 friends 
§  People spend over 700 billion minutes per 

month on Facebook 



§ Anonymous, safe, and diverse 
§ Can be different personas 
§ Little to no recourse for experimentation 

§ Virtual self-actualization 
§ Idealization of who one wants to be or is too 

afraid to be 

§ Can easily withdraw if threatened 
§ So many places to go 

§ Poor transference to real life 



§ The more a person interacts primarily online the 
harder it becomes to successfully interact face-
to-face 

§ Online conversation often lacks social cues or 
nonverbal 

§ Person adapts to context and other informants 
(i.e status) 
§ Begin to ‘speak’ a new language 
§ Use of text-ese in other contexts 



§ Websites designed to allow players access to 
casino type games or card games in which they 
can bet real or play money 

§ Growth has boomed in the past decade due to 
increased television exposure, simplicity of play, 
and accessibility 

 
§ Hundreds of websites devoted exclusively to card 

gambling 



§ Largest group is 26-34 year old men (71%) but teens 
are the fastest growing group 

§ 12 billion a year spent online for gambling purposes 
§ Over 15 million on poker sites last year 

§ Problem gamblers have approximately 55,000 – 
90,000 in debt 

§ Accessibility and privacy 

§ Free-play vs. money play 

§ Value of money skewed 
§ Monopoly money 



§ Safe Port Act (passed Oct 2006) 
Prohibits funds from financial institutions to 
online gambling sites 
  

§ April 15th, 2011 – Federal government shut down 
the 3 largest sites on fraud and money laundering 
charges 

§ Simply renamed or replaced 



 



§ Technology that allows players to play or 
compete with others around the world 

§ Typically very simple and engaging but some 
have become quite complex 

 
§ Massively Multiplayer Online Roleplaying games 

§ 11% of the games but 80% of the gamers 
  



§ Designed to allow hundreds of thousands of users to 
play the same game at the same time and assume 
different personalities in an virtual and persistent 
universe 

§ Roots are formed in 1970’s tabletop game Dungeons 
and Dragons 

§ Common games include World of Warcraft, Everquest I 
& II, Star Wars Galaxies, Ultima Online, Final Fantasy 
XI, Runescape, Second Life, Lord of the Rings Online, 
and Star Trek Online although hundreds exist. 

  



§ Games played on a computer using the internet vs. types of 
games Xbox/Playstation/Wii 

•  Thousands of users 
•  Perpetual universe 
•  Continued play rewarded and encouraged 
•  Social communities prevalent  
•  Typically paid monthly subscriptions are required (approx. 

$10-15) although more free MMOs are coming out 
•  Over $1.4 billion in revenue in 2008 in U.S. alone. 

 
§ Gamers create avatars to represent themselves in game 

§ Social aspect is key as most gaming requires players to 
team up or engage with other players to advance 



§ Current data suggests there as many as 48 million paid 
subscribers to MMORPGs – 12 million+ to World of 
Warcraft alone (2010) 

§ Game playing is a world-wide happening – Japan, 
Korea, England, and the United States are the primary 
users 

§ Approximate numbers suggest: 
•  60+% of users are male 
•  26% are teenagers 
•  36% are married or engaged  
•  >50% work full-time / 12% work part-time 
•  Average play = 22-24 hours per week - upper 11% play 

40+hours/week (8-10 hrs/day) 



§ 24 hours in a day 

§ 8 hours of school 

§ 5 hours of game play 

§ 8 hours of sleep 

§ 3 hours to eat, shower, drive, cook, talk, 
exercise, go to the bathroom, study, sports, 
hang out, watch TV, clean,………  



§ Cognitive Behavioral Therapy 
§ Teach students to monitor thoughts and 

identify triggers 
§ Teach alternative coping skills 
§ Behavioral components  
§ Computer and non-computer behavior 

observation 
§ Specific or generalized use 

§ Stress Management 

§ Self Esteem 

§ Social Skills training 



§ 12 step program 

§ Online Gamers Anonymous 

§ Dedicated inpatient and outpatient facilities 
are beginning to be built devoted specifically 
to Internet and technology based addictions 

§ If no therapist that specializes in this discipline 
is available and no treatment groups are near 
some general 12 step treatment facilities are 
willing to take online/technological addiction 
clients 
§ Several concerns and considerations 



§ Other types of therapy recommended 
•  Social Cognitive Theory – learned self-

regulation 
•  Systems Therapy 
•  Diagnosis and treatment of comorbid 

disorders 
•  Support groups  
•  Psychopharmaceutical 



§ Traditional abstinence models not practical 

§ Part of the key in treatment is trigger identification 

§ Treatment of other life areas (mood disorders, 
social phobia, sleep disorders, marital 
dissatisfaction, etc.) 

§ Measurable, achievable steps 
 
§ Online Resources 

§ Scarce in some respects 



�  Excessive tiredness 
�  Sudden decrease in grades 
�  Excuses for perpetually late work 
� Dropping out of groups/sports 
� Changing social groups 
� Withdrawal and isolation 
� Asking for or borrowing money from 

others 



�  Be informed and aware 
�  Explore available resources 
�  Involve others – family, outside agency 
� Approach like other disorders – let 

student know of the seriousness 
� Refer when needed 
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