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ABSTRACT

Background: By Jun 2020, 4.6 Billion (59.6% of the total world population) people
worldwide were using the internet. Internet is regarded as one of the greatest creations as it
provides access to a great amount of knowledge and entertainment. Nevertheless, it can have
harmful effects on the physical and emotional health as it has been linked to several
psychiatric illnesses, such as, anxiety, depression, insomnia...etc. This study aims to assess
the relationship between internet addiction and stress and depression among Duhok-medical
college students.
Methodology: An online held, cross-sectional study was conducted among students of the
University of Duhok-College of medicine; 345 students were involved. The data were
collected by a Google form using Internet Addiction Test and DASS 21. The form was used
to assess the following: internet addiction, stress and depression, along with socio-
demographic data. Data were analyzed using SPSS and a p-value less than 0.05 was
considered statistically significant.
Results: The prevalence of IA, stress and depression among the sample was 74.8%, 42.9%
and 59.7%, respectively. The p-value for the relation between the age groups and gender and
IA, stress and depression was >0.5. However, it was found that internet addiction had a
highly significant effect on stress and depression (p<0.0001).
Conclusion: The prevalence of internet addiction was found to be high with a positively
statistically significant relation to depressive and stressful traits among medical students.
However, no significant relation between the genders nor the different age groups regarding
internet addiction was found.
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entire world population?.

I n 1995, only 16 million people
Despite the benefits, internet can harm the

worldwide were using the internet,

corresponded to 0.4% of the total world
population. During the past 25 vyears,
internet has evolved and introduced into
various life aspects, and by Jun 2020, the
total number of internet users reached 4.6
Billion, corresponding to 59.6% of the

physical and emotional health of its users;
vision problems, insomnia, depression,
aggression, and many other illnesses are
linked to internet?>. These physical and
psychological illnesses occur among
problematic internet users who develop
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INTERNET ADDICTION AND ITS RELATION TO STRESS AND DEPRESSION

internet Addiction®.

Internet Addiction is defined as a
behavioral pattern characterized by
excessive or obsessive online and offline
computer use for various purposes that
lead to distress and impairment*. However,
internet addiction is yet not recognized as
a disorder in the DSM — V (Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of mental disorders — 5).
Many Literatures show the consequences
of internet addiction, which include:
academic failure, decreased productivity
among employees, less time used on work-
related tasks and psychiatric illnesses such
as low self-esteem, anxiety, depression,
insomnia, and stress®’. Despite all the
consequences, internet addiction is found
to be common among university students;
82.3% according to Taha et al., and 82.7%
according to Sgery & Agha et al.,””.
Several studies were done on the relation
of internet addiction and depression®”’.
Depression, which affects more than 264
million people worldwide®, is defined by
the American Psychological Association
dictionary as a negative effect state that
ranges from unhappiness and discontent to
an extreme feeling of sadness, pessimism,
and despondency, that interferes with an
individual’s daily life. The condition can
be associated with various physical,
cognitive and social changes, such as lack
of energy, difficulty concentrating or
making decisions, and withdrawal from
social activities, respectively*!,

Moreover, stress, which is regarded as an
inevitable part of life and is a normal
psychological and physical reaction to the
demands of life which helps to meet the
daily life challenges and tasks, can have a
direct effect on internet addiction when it
becomes excessive. Stress can become
problematic when it becomes excessive

and affect an individual’s health even
though it might not be realized early*?4,
The prevalence of internet addiction was
estimated to be related to the degree of the
education; the higher the level of education
the higher the prevalence of internet
addiction®. In a study by Dahlin and
colleagues found that a total of 2.7% of the
medical students had made suicide
attempts®® additionally, medical school is
considered as a stressful environment with
the due to the academic burden, pressure
of passing exams, fear of stepping into the
real world of medicine and the undue
expectations from self and family
members'’.

This study aims to assess the relationship
between internet addiction, stress and
depression among Duhok-medical college
students.

METHODOLOGY

Survey procedure and sampling: This was
a  cross-sectional  questionnaire-based
survey held online by using a google form.
The study was conducted among students
of the University of Duhok-College of
medicine during one week period, from
5th — 12th of April 2020. Inclusion criteria:
students from both genders were included.
Students were involved from all 6 stages
and the total number of the participants
reached 345 students, the lowest
percentage of participants per stage was
46.7 % (2™ stage) and the highest
percentage of participants per stage was
62.2% (5™ stage), representing 55% of the
total college students.

Data collection: The data were collected
by a Google form, using a self-
administered standardized survey tool
based on two internationally validated and
reliable questionnaires, namely the Internet
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Addiction Test and the Depression
Anxiety Stress Scales (DASS 21).
Participants: sociodemographic data about
the age and gender of the participants were
obtained.

Internet Addiction Test: internet addiction
presence and severity were measured by
using internet addiction test. This test
consists of a 20-item, 6-point Likert scale
from 0 to 5 corresponding to “Not
Applicable” and “Always”, respectively.
The cut-off scores used were the same as
standard, i.e. a score of 0-30 corresponded
to normal levels of internet usage, while
31-49, 50-79 and 80-100 corresponded to
mild, moderate and severe dependence
upon the internet, respectively. Those with
a score > 30 were considered internet
addicts.

Stress and  Depression: stress  and
depression were measured using the short
version of the Depression Anxiety Stress
Scales (i.e. DASS 21). This scale is a
reliable and useful screening tool for
university students [25]. This scale
consists of a 21-item, 4-point Likert scale
from 0 to 3 corresponding to “did not
apply to me at all” and “applied to me very
much, or most of the time” respectively.
Due to the aim of the research, only stress
and depression subscales were used: the
cut-off scores used for each subscale were
the same as standard (i.e. not changed):
stress: normal (0-7), mild (8-9), moderate
(10-12), severe (13-16) and extremely
severe (17+); depression: normal (0-4),
mild (5-6), moderate (7-10), severe (11—
13) and extremely severe (14+). Those
with a score > 7 and > 4 were considered
to have stress and depression, respectively.
Statistical Analysis: Data were analyzed
using SPSS version 26. The Data were
described in forms of frequencies and
percentages. For assessing the association

between categorical variables, Pearson
Chi-Square was used. A p-value less than
0.05 was considered statistically
significant.

RESULTS

A total of 345 participated in the current
study, of them, 133 (38.6%) were male
students and 212 (61.4%) were female
students. Their age ranged between 17- 28
years and the mean of age was 21.1 + 1.8
years. The Socio-demographic
characteristics of the participated students
are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristic of
the students participated in the
study. (N = 345).

Character No. (%)
Stage
First 54 (15.7)
Second 50 (14.5)
Third 67 (19.4)
Forth 76 (22.0)
Fifth 56 (16.2)
Sixth 42 (12.2)
Age in years
17-20 126 (36.5)
21-24 202 (58.6)
25-28 17 (4.9)
Gender
Female 212 (61.4)
Male 133 (38.6)
Total 345 (100)

As shown in table 2, the prevalence of
internet addiction, stress and depression
among the participated students was
74.8%, 42.9% and 59.7%, respectively.
There was a variation in the prevalence in
regards to the severity of the underlying
variable.
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Table 2. Number and Percentage of participated students according to variable categories.

Variable N (%) Prevalence Mean (SD)
Internet Addiction 74.8% 42.1(16.8)
No-Addiction 87 (25.2)
Mild 143 (41.4)
Moderate 110 (31.9)
Severe 5(1.4)
Stress 42.9% 14.8 (9.7)
Normal 197 (57.1)
Mild 49 (14.2)
Moderate 40 (11.6)
Severe 43 (12.5)
Extremely Severe 16 (4.6)
Depression 59.7% 13.1 (10.2)
Normal 139 (40.3)
Mild 50 (14.5)
Moderate 90 (26.1)
Severe 28 (8.1)
Extremely Severe 38 (11.0)
Total 345 (100)

The analysis of variables in regard to the demographic characteristics showed that there were
no significant differences between the age groups and gender regarding the internet addiction,
stress and depression respectively, as the p-value for the variables was > 0.5 (Table 3).

Table 3. Prevalence of variables according to Age and Gender.

Internet Addiction

Character Total p-value
Present Absent
Age 748*
17-20 (%) 93 (73.8%) 33(26.2%) 123 (100)
21-24 (%) 151 (74.8%) 51 (25.2%) 202 (100)
25-28 (%) 14 (82.4%) 3 (17.6%) 17 (100)
Gender .387*
Female (%) 155 (73.1%) 57 (26.9%) 212 (100)
Male (%) 103 (77.4%) 30 (22.6%) 133 (100)
Stress
Present Absent Total p-value
Age 077*
17-20 (%) 64 (50.8%) 62 (49.2%) 123 (100)
21-24 (%) 78 (38.6%) 124 (61.4%) 202 (100)
25 — 28 (%) 6 (35.3%) 11 (64.7%) 17 (100)
Gender .072*
Female (%) 99 (46.7%) 113 (53.3%) 123 (100)
Male (%) 49 (36.8%) 84 (63.2%) 202 (100)
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Depression
Present Absent Total p-value

Age 827*

17-20 (%) 73 (57.9%) 53 (42.1%) 123 (100)

21-24 (%) 122 (60.4%) 80 (39.6%) 202 (100)

25-28 (%) 11 (64.7%) 6 (35.3%) 17 (100)
Gender .094*

Female (%) 134 (63.2%) 78 (36.8%) 212 (100)

Male (%) 72 (54.1%) 61 (45.9%) 133 (100)

* Pearson’s Chi square was used, a value < 0.5 was considered statistically significant.

Table 4 shows the multi-variant analysis of the potential effect of internet addiction on both
stress and depression. It was found that the internet addiction was significantly associated (p
< 0.0001) with both stress and depression with variable degrees of the severity.

Table 4. Relation of Internet addiction to Stress and Depression.

Internet Addiction

No Addiction Mild Moderate Severe P_value
(%) (%) (%) (%)
75 81 41 . N
Stress No Stress (86.2) (56.6) (37.3) Nil <.00001

. 8 25 16 .

Mild 9.2) (17.5) (14.5) Nil
2 14 22 2

Moderate 2.3) (9.8) (20) (40)
Severe 2 18 22 1

(2.3) (12.6) (20) (20)

Extremely Severe Nil (355) (892) ( 420)

Depression  No Depression (723 2) (3262) (1202) Nil <.00001*

. 8 26 16 .

Mild 9.2) (18.2) (14.5) Nil
12 37 41 .

Moderate (13.8) (25.9) (37.3) Nil
Sever 1 14 12 1

(1.2) (9.8) (10.9) (20)
Extremely Severe 3 10 21 4

y (3.4) (6.9) (19.1) (80)

* Pearson’s Chi square was used, a value< 0.5 was considered statistically significant.
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Figure 1 and 2 shows the percentage distribution of stress and depression according to the degree of stress.

H Extremely Severe

100
90 -+
80 -+
70 -
60 1 Severe
50 1 m Moderate
40 1 = Mild
30 -+
B No-Stress
20 4
10 A

No-internet Mild
addictoion

Moderate

Severe

Figure 1: Percent distribution severity of stress by the degree of internet addiction.
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Figure 2: Percent distribution severity of depression by the degree of internet addiction.

DISCUSSION

Internet has become a necessary tool for
living in the professional, academic, and
social life and is no longer considered as
only a simple means of communication'®,
The introduction of the internet use into

daily life has developed major problems
for different social sectors and in some it
has become an internet addiction (IA) with
adverse consequences among some of
them, especially students. Most of those
studies have shown that students with
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internet addiction may develop depression,
social anxiety, attention deficit-
hyperactivity disorder impaired physical
health, obesity, sleep disorders and
behavioral problems!®20,

The prevalence of Internet use is
increasing among our society, particularly
among university students®®, and this rapid
need for Internet use is questionable
regarding its effects, both advantageous
and disadvantageous. The present study
showed that mild, moderate, and severe
internet addictions were reported among
the studied students with variable rates
(41.4%, 31.9%, and 1.4%), respectively,
whereas 25.2% of the involved students
were non-addicts. These findings support
the high prevalence of internet addiction
among earlier studies done in the same
university®®. The high prevalence of
internet addiction in the current study
could be due to that university students
have much unstructured time, they usually
use the internet for communication and use
it as a tool to relieve the university
pressure and stress of continuous study and
which has also been justified by Young?.
Many other studies have shown variable
rates of internet addiction among
university students??-24,

In the present study, no direct correlation
was found between the severity of internet
addiction and age groups (p = 0.748), in
contrast to the findings of other researchers
where a direct association between the age
groups of the studied population and the
internet addiction was found; more severe
internet addiction is present among older
students®. This controversy could be due
to the availability of internet access for the
student and the ways of the assessments
used in different studies. Also, the current
research has revealed that there was no
significant relationship between the gender

and the potential internet addiction (Males
77.4%, females 73.1%, p = 0.387). Our
data are comparable with  other
researchers?®®, yet an earlier research
conducted by Taha et al., shows contrary
results®. Additionally, other studies found
a significant relation of internet addiction
to gender’,?’. Also, some other studies
have reported that the prevalence of
internet addiction was higher among
males’,?8. This variation in the relation of
gender and internet addiction could be due
to the differences in the social and cultural
background and activities among the
studied groups.

Regarding the relationship  between
internet addiction with depression and
stress, we demonstrate a highly significant
association among the students in the
study. Since the greater use of internet is
related to some social and psychological
maladaptive variables such as declines in
the size of social circle, loneliness?, lower
self-esteem and life  satisfaction®,
sensation  seeking®, and low-family
function®, based on that, internet addiction
could be a cause for enhancing depression
and stress. Consistent with these findings
and suggestions, the observations in our
study shows that internet addiction was
linked positively to depression and stress,
and could indicate that the more internet
addiction among students, the more stress
and depression.

In a research, students were found to be
more likely addicted to internet if they
used it for social media rather than
academic purposes®, this might indicate
that internet addiction among medical
students could be attributed to the higher
academic stress as the addiction on internet
can serve as a distraction and possibly
used as a coping mechanism.
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Internet addiction, stress and depression
can be regarded as a phenomenon among
medical students as they were found to
exist/co-exist in various studies”*>.
Furthermore, our study clearly
demonstrates presence of a relation
between internet addiction, and stress and
depression; the higher the degree of
internet addiction, the more severe stress/
depression. The triangle of DIAS
(Depression, Internet addiction and Stress)
requires further investigation to determine
the presence and severity of other
psychiatric illness associated with.

The co-existence of COVID-19 pandemic
at the time of research conduction could be
another probable reason, and possibly a
limitation, for the association of in the
study, in which this pandemic state by
itself might act as a source for stress and
depression among the studied group.
CONCLUSION

The prevalence of internet addiction was
found to be high with a positively
statistically ~ significant  relation to
depressive and stressful traits among
medical students. However, no significant
relation between the genders nor the
different age groups regarding internet
addiction was found.
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INTERNET ADDICTION AND ITS RELATION TO STRESS AND DEPRESSION
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