
Summary

Children and adolescents increasingly use the inte-
rnet, raising concerns about problematic internet 

use (PIU), which is linked to addiction-like behaviours 
and dopamine stimulation similar to other addictions. 
PIU affects mental health, academic performance, and 
daily functioning, with boys more prone to gaming and 
girls to social networking. Factors include cognitive 
development, coping skills, and parental influence. 
Parental behavioural control can help, while psycho-
logical control may worsen PIU. Poor parent-adolescent 
communication and technoference increase risk. As 
the prevalence of PIU is high, understanding parenting 
styles, communication, and socio-cultural factors is 
crucial for developing targeted interventions to prevent 
PIU in young people.

Background 

Children are using the internet and technology more 
and at earlier ages. Research suggests that younger 
adolescents are more likely to develop internet addiction 

1
as a result of non-essential internet use  so internet 
addiction in adolescents is inversely proportional to 

2age.  It is generally well understood that the use of devi-
ces such as smartphones affects the production of dopa-
mine, which is a chemical associated with addiction 
to smoking, alcohol, and gambling. Children who use 

3these devices often show a similar pattern of addiction.  
Children and adolescents use the internet as their primary 

4means of communication and socialization.  Boys 
show greater addiction to online games whereas girls 

5tend to be addicted more to social networks.  Estimates 
suggest that approximately 30% of high school children 

6 have difficulties with their internet use.

There is currently no universally agreed definition of 
internet addiction. However, there are several termino-
logies that refer to the phenomenon of internet addiction 
including ‘problematic/pathological/compulsive’. Prob-
lematic internet use (PIU) is characterized by preoccu-
pation, desire, impaired control, difficulty to quit, and 
disregard of negative consequences. It includes online 
games, social network services, pornographic sites, 
video collection, and excessive online shopping 7.  
Young people may be vulnerable to developing this 
given they face considerable challenges in many 
different domains. They are also in a stage of cognitive 
development and 8 may lack effective coping.8

PIU includes neglecting activities of daily living, nega-
tive psychological impacts and difficulties in having 

9control over internet use.  These are closely interlinked. 
It is well known that the potentially negative consequence 
of PIU in young people include affecting overall mental 

10health as well as academic performance.  The cause 
of mental health difficulties is multi-factorial and 
includes genetic, environmental and social 
influences. The increased use of technology at earlier 
ages makes this an important contributing factor to 
child development, well-being and mental health.
There are several reasons why young people may turn 
to using the internet and it may offer a sense of connec-
tion, however, it can also result in isolation. It is under-
stood that the content of the digital world can present 
a warped view of societal norms which can feed into 
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young people’s sense of self, sense of identity and self-
esteem. PIU can have a potentially negative impact on 
all aspects of a young person's life and there are 
several factors involved in its development, one of 
which relates to parents and the control they have. 
Parental behavioural control and psychological control 
are different and may play a role in the development 

11of PIU in young people.  Behavioural control is where 
parents try to monitor and manage their child’s internet 

12use  whereas psychological control is where parents 
may use unhelpful strategies like blackmail to manage 

11their child’s internet use.  Parental psychological control 
may lead to young people developing unhelpful coping 

12 mechanisms including PIU.
As well as providing a supportive environment and 
minimising parental psychological control, the parent-
adolescent relationship is vital and may affect the likeli-

13hood of a young person developing PIU.  A recent 
meta-analysis concluded that a key contributing factor 
in the development of PIU in a child is parental techno-
ference (interference that technology may have in daily 
communication) and highlights that further research 

14is required to better understand this.  Adolescent PIU 
prevalence has been estimated to be 69.9% and these 
adolescents have lower quality of parent communication 
which suggests that parent training may effectively 

15address PIU.
It is well known that parents and carers play a central 
role in young person's wellbeing and development yet 
is less clear how the parent-adolescent relationship is 
linked to PIU in young people. There are several 
moderating factors and under-lying mechanisms 
related to parenting and internet addiction in young 
people including parenting style, communication, 
supervision, emotional/ psychological support, parental 
expectations, attachment, parental internet use and 
socio-cultural factors. The interplay behind these 
factors remains to be fully understood and this is an 
important area to study as it is instrumental to develop a 
better understanding of the underlying media-ting factors 
to better inform the development of effective targeted 
and specific parenting support to prevent adole-scents 
developing PIU.
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