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ABSTRACT
BACKGROUND

Internet addiction has become a major public health problem in the world. Researchers have
formulated diagnostic criteria for Internet addiction, but it is not included in the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5)

PURPOSE

This study aims to find the factors leading to Internet addiction in south Indian chat rooms
which has increased during the period of COVID-19 pandemic

METHODS

It is a cross-sectional study done in South Indian Chat rooms. Chat users between the ages of
18 and 60, who agree to participate were included. Descriptive statistics were used to present
the data. Data were analyzed and expressed as a proportion. Chi-square was used to find out
the association. P value was also calculated.

IMPORTANT FINDINGS

Of the 216 participants who had internet addiction 63.9% of the participants quoted individual
factors as a factor 62% of the participants said they liked online gaming in chat room 31% of
the chat room users added cyber relationships as a factor. About 7.4% of the chat room users
said they frequented chat rooms as they did not have a steady job and 2.3% of the chat room
users said they came to chat rooms looking for cyber sex

CONCLUSION

Internet addiction has become a menace in recent times. The factors leading to such addictions
should be curbed. Stringent rules must be imparted to combat such factors.
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INTRODUCTION

Corona Virus lockdown has significantly affected most of our lives. We have sensed a change
in our lifestyle to which we have adapted considerably. ® Though the lockdowns have
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disappeared, we still cling to the habits we had during lockdowns like watching sitcoms, game
shows, and chatting online to vile away time. During the lockdown, most of us turned to the
internet as a mode of letting out. Many apps like Zoom, Google Classroom, and Microsoft
Teams were accessed for online learning. People started spending time online not only for
Online learning but also for entertainment. With the number of Over the Top (OTT) platforms
increasing people found it easy to slip into a couch and watch movies, sitcoms, and sports over
their flat-screen televisions or mobile phones, or Tablets.

Many new chat sites have emerged which could be accessed over mobile phones. And when
confined to their homes people found it easy to access chat sites and meet people who have the
same thoughts i.e., meet someone to chat with. With the recent evil, of online gambling taking
a toll on many, chat rooms also have included many games in their apps where chat users can
indulge in gaming with their chat buddies online. A study conducted in India shows internet
addiction to be 1.3% in the general population.  Few other studies showed Higher rates of
11.8%, 8.8%, and 8% have been reported in college populations, and lower rates in adolescence
(0.7%). ®-5The Telecom Regulatory Authority of India recently reported that over 422 million
people are actively using the Internet, with sustained growth in this figure over time. () Though
access to the Internet leads to many advantages like improved communication, access to
information, and entertainment, excessive use could lead to negative consequences in daily life
like preoccupation with Internet activities, increasing tolerance, development of psychological
dependency, and withdrawal symptoms, inability to reduce Internet use, Internet use to cope
with negative moods and reduce stress; and replacing other activities like relationships with
recurrent Internet use despite awareness of the deleterious consequence. ©

Internet addiction has worsened during covid era. Many people have started spending more
time online. People have started replacing physical contacts with virtual ones. This study was
conducted to show that some factors that are preferred by people which lead to internet
addiction, in the long run, can prove disastrous not only to individuals but indirectly to the
whole family too. Taking the above into consideration this study was conducted to determine
the factors that lead to internet addiction in South Indian chat rooms during the Covid period.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This Cross-sectional study was started on February 2021. It was completed in the month of
May 2022. Many South Indian chat sites were visited. Since most of the chat users frequent
more than one chat site to chat, the most common chat sites which were frequented were
chosen. Hence Ten South Indian chat sites were visited during the study period. A pilot study
consisting of fifteen chat users was conducted in an online chat room after getting permission
from the chat room owner. After the pilot study, all fifteen volunteers were briefed about the
study and were asked to visit various chat rooms and interview other chat users who were
willing to participate in this study.

All the chat room users who were between the age group of 18 and 60, and agreed to participate
in the study were included. Chat users have a habit of using multiple chat ids. Such chat users
were identified with the help of the chat room owners and only one response was recorded.
The rest were excluded from this study. Data were collected by interview method using a semi-
structured questionnaire consisting of demographic variables, descriptive variables, and
Kimberly Young’s questionnaire for internet addiction

Once a volunteer has approached and finished questioning a chat user, the answers will be
checked by the chief investigator and finalized. As there were many instances when the same
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chat user was approached more than once as there is an option to change the chat user
name/identity, care was taken to avoid repetitions. In a study by Krishnamurthy S CS. internet
addiction: Prevalence and risk factors: A cross-sectional study among college students in
Bengaluru, the Silicon Valley of India, the prevalence was 34%. Taking this as prevalence,
with 5% absolute precision, and 5% non-response rate, the sample size was found to be 345. ®
All those who were willing to participate in the study were taken in for the study. In this study,
ten South Indian chat rooms from various chat sites were surveyed. 700 chat users agreed to
participate in the study. The Internet addiction questionnaire by Kimberly Young was used to
test Internet addiction in chat room users. There were many instances when various chat users
refused to answer all the questions in the questionnaire. Such entries were excluded from the
study. There are many types of internet addiction but a few are always talked about. like
Computer gaming, Cybersex addiction, online relationships, etc. Such was considered as the
Descriptive variables used to identify the factors leading to Internet addiction in south Indian
Chat rooms were Alcoholism, Lack of a steady Job Individual factors, Cyber relationship
addiction, Internet gaming, and Cyber-sex. ©

STATISTICS

Numbers and codes were assigned to each variable. Data entry was done in an Excel
spreadsheet (Microsoft Office 2010). Data was later transformed into SPSS (Statistical Package
for Social Sciences) software. Descriptive statistics were used to present the data. Data were
analyzed and expressed as a proportion. Chi-square was used to find out the association. P
value was also calculated.

RESULTS
For this study, 10 South Indian chat rooms from various chat sites were surveyed.

All the participants in the age group of eighteen to sixty from these ten chat sites were included
in this study. It was really hard to ascertain the age group as no one was willing to give their
age. The word of the chat room owner and the other volunteers was considered to be final.
Thus, a total of seven hundred participants participated in this study

The majority of participants in our study were in the age group of 41 to 50 years [fig-1]of which
52% of the participants were males[Fig-2]. 34.71% of the female chat room users have a steady
job when compared with the 21% of the male chat users. Though the literacy status is almost
equal in the primary school and mid-school levels, a decline was noted(1.57%) in the higher
secondary and college level in females. [Table 1] 56% of the chatters said they consume alcohol
when they chat every weekend. Shy people, who lack self-esteem, have poor social skills,
defensive pessimism, and have problems relating to their life have more risk of having an
addiction to new technologies, since the use of the Internet and social networks allows one to
communicate without having to interact face to face. Only 19.9% of the participants felt
individual factors were the reason they frequented chat sites and 5 (0.7 %) stated that they
visited chat sites with the thought of finding partners for cybersex

Out of the 700 participants who took part in this study, 67 (9.6%) of them had cyber relationship
addiction (the Excessive use of social networking sites to create relationships rather than
spending time with family or friends) . [Table 1]

Table: 1- Internet Addiction and Cyber Relationship Addiction

460
Vol. 20, No. 1. (2024)
E ISSN: 1672-2531



Chinese Journal of Evidence-Based Medicine

Cyber relationship Internet Addiction No Internet Total
Addiction (%) Addiction (%)

Presence 67(31%) O (0%) 67
Absence 149(69%) 484(100%) 633
Total 216(100%) 484(100%) 700

[Fisher’s exact test-P value-0.0001, chi-square -166.020%, df-1, p<0.001]

17 chat room users (2.4%) agreed that they were without a job and hence frequent chat sites
to kill time [Table-2]

Table: 2- Internet addiction and not having a steady Job

Not having a Internet Addiction No InternetAddiction  Total
steady Job (%) (%)

Presence 16(7.4%) 1(0.2%) 17
Absence 200(92.6%) 483(99.8%) 683
Total 216(100%) 484(100%) 700

[Fisher’s exact test-P value-0.0001, chi-square -32.680?, df-1, p<0.001]

In this study, 216 (30.9%) suffered from Internet addiction. Of those who had Internet
addiction, 132(18.9%) chat only when they are drunk/under the influence of alcohol causes the
users felt that they could sing and chat without inhibitions if under the influence. Individual
factors had the highest Prevalence of factors leading to internet addiction, 139(19.9%),
followed by cyber relationship addiction 67(9.6%)

Prevalence of Individual factors (20.1%) and not holding a regular job \ (29.4%) was high in
the age group of 18 to 20 years and Cyber relational addiction had a higher prevalence (23.9%)
at the age of 50 to 60 years. Cybersex liking was seen more in the age group of 26 to 30 years

Prevalence of Individual factors and cybersex were seen more in females and the Prevalence
of not holding a steady job and Cyber relationship was higher in males

FACTORS LEADING TO INTERNET ADDICTION

The history of Internet gaming with chat buddies was more than 134(62%) in participants
with Internet addiction when compared to those with no addiction, which is statistically
significant [Table-3]

Table: 3- Internet Addiction and Internet gaming

History Of Internet Addiction No Internet Addiction Total
Internet gaming (%) (%)

Yes 134(62%) 248(51.2%) 382
No 82(38%) 236 (48.8%) 318
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Total 216(100%) 484(100%) 700
[Chi square-7.023%, df-1, p=0.005]

History of alcohol consumption while chatting was a whopping 61% in participants with
internet addiction but it was not statistically significant

Prevalence of Individual factors was high, 138(63.9%), in participants with Internet addiction
[Table-4] and is statistically significant

Table: 4-Internet addiction and Individual Factors

Individual factors  Internet addiction (%) No Internet addiction  Total

(%)
Presence 138(63.9%) 1 (0.2%) 139
Absence 78(36.1%) 483(99.8%) 695
Total 216(100%) 484(100%) 700

[Fisher’s exact test-P value-0.0001, chi-square -380.589?, df-1, p<0.001]

0.7% of the chat room users with internet Addiction had a liking to cybersex and 31% of the
participants were involved in cyber relationships. Not having a steady job 16 (7.4%) was seen
more in chatters with internet addiction when compared to others. It is statistically significant
[Table-5]

Table: 5-Internet addiction and Cybersex

Cybersex Internet Addiction No Internet Addiction | Total
(%) (%)

Presence 5(2.3 %%) O (0%) 5

Absence 211(97.7 %%) 484(100%) 695

Total 216(100%) 484(100%) 700

[Fisher’s exact test-P value-0.0027chi-square -11.2842, df-1, p>0.001]

In this study, Individual factors (63.9%) were the leading factor that causes Internet
addiction in chat room users followed by Internet gaming (62%) and cyber relationship
addiction (31%)
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DISCUSSION

Internet addiction is defined as excessive use of the Internet accompanied by withdrawal,
tolerance, and negative repercussions: 4%

In this study, Individual factors (63.9%) top the list which is closely followed by Internet
gaming (62%) on websites as the two main factors leading to internet addiction in South Indian
chat rooms. In a study by Sulki Chung, the people addicted to the internet had higher levels of
depression, compulsivity, and aggressiveness as well as lower family cohesion In another
study by Ascension Fumer 2 it was noted that the individual factors had more influence over
internet addiction. It was noted that Many people have the habit of turning to the internet when
they feel lonely or have mixed emotions. Chat users were more likely to agree with each other
about an individual’s personality in one-on-one interactions than in group interactions. Since
the true behavior of chatter can be covered up in a chat room, participants felt it easy to open
up to strangers and share their feelings. ®® Several features of computer-mediated
communications are particularly attractive to persons who see themselves as low in social
competence; computer-mediated communication interactions give people greater flexibility in
-self-presentation than face-to-face communication. One may omit or edit the information they
feel is harmful. There is also a greater opportunity to fabricate, exaggerate or intensify the
positive aspects of one’s self. 4

Internet gaming has been the past time for many. This study shows an increase[61%] in interest
in internet gaming when seen in previous studies. In a study by Zeliha Tras in Turkey, it was
proved that Internet addiction and loneliness are predictors of internet gaming disorder. 5
People in various age groups have the habit of indulging in online gaming in their free time.
All the chat sites have various games from board games like Ludo to card games like UNO. A
study by Mark Griffiths states that though internet gaming and internet addiction is a little-
studied phenomena, there is enough evidence to state that the former feeds the latter. And
excessive video game playing can have potentially damaging effects upon a minority of
individuals who display compulsive and addictive behavior, and who will do anything possible
to “feed their addiction.”(*® Chat users can play against each other as they continue chatting.
It is known that addictions activate a combination of sites in the brain associated with pleasure,
known together as the “reward center” or “pleasure pathway” of the brain. 718 )When
activated, dopamine release is increased, with opiates and other neurochemicals. Over time,
the associated receptors may be affected, producing tolerance or the need for increased
stimulation of the reward center to produce a “high” and the subsequent characteristic behavior
pattern needed to avoid withdrawal. @ Internet behaves like a variable ratio reinforcement
schedule. A variable ratio schedule is a schedule of reinforcement where behavior is reinforced
after a random number of responses. This kind of schedule results in high, steady rates of
response. An example of the variable ratio reinforcement schedule is gambling. ?® These Chat
sites support unpredictable and variable reward structures. The reward experienced is
intensified when combined with mood-enhancing/stimulating content like various social
rewards, identification with a hero, immersive graphics, a big sound when the chat user enters
a room, and vehicles like Luxury cars, Airplanes that zip through to announce the chat user’s
arrival. All the above mentioned can make a chat user spend more time gaming in a chat site
and trying to level up. This gives the chat users a sense of satisfaction, like a goal achieved.
Strict rules should be laid for online gaming. Registration through phone numbers or national
identification cards should be made mandatory for entering chat rooms and not mail ids as users
can create multiple fake mail ids. The age limit for enrolling in chat rooms can be increased
and national identification cards could be used as proof.
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Cyber relationship addiction was in 31% of chat users with internet addiction. The same was
noted in a study by Ursa Majorsy, Indria Hapsari, Vega Valentine, and Aprilia Maharani
Ayuningsi where a study conducted in Indonesia showed a 31.6% cyber relationship motive
contributing to internet addiction in adults. @Y There is a slight male predominance in this
study. This is defined as addiction to social networking, chat rooms, texting, and messaging to
the point where virtual, online friends become more important than real-life relationships with
family and friends. Serious relationship problems in 53% of Internet addicts surveyed resulted
in marital discord, separation, and in some cases even led to divorce proceedings explains how
online affairs differ dynamically from real-life affairs with the potential to be more seductive
says Bahadir Bozoglan in his paper titled Psychological, Social,

and Cultural Aspects of Internet Addiction 2 This could be because of causes, such as neglect
of personal life, mental preoccupation, escapism, mood modifying experiences, tolerance, and
concealing the addictive behavior. @® Recently it has become a common occurrence where you
could see a group, a couple even individuals buried deep in their mobile phones/tablets/laptops
instead of having a conversation or reading a book.

Lack of a steady job was given as a reason for online addiction by 7.4% of internet addicts.
This is considerably lower when compared to a study by Henrique Pereira et al where the
prevalence was 13,3%. It also states that Male participants showed higher scores of Internet
addiction and poor job satisfaction®® False sense of satisfaction, laziness to look for a job, and
spending free time online have led to most of them being unemployed. Dr.Kimberley Young
in her paper Internet Addiction: Symptoms, Evaluation, And Treatment state that one of the
negative consequences of Internet addiction is occupational problems. ? Low cost/free online
games to while away time, OTT platforms that give endless hours of entertainment, and being
dependent on the parents for finance, boarding, and food are a few reasons why the unemployed
have an internet addiction. ®® . No matter whether the chat users earn or not, they still can
spend time online and still have a place to board, eat and entertain themselves. Such people
should be made to understand their future by their parents, elders, and friends. Strict measures
can also be undertaken to make these chat room users understand that no pay leads to no
freeloading

Cybersex addiction was the last factor with 2.3% leading to internet addiction. Cybersex
addiction can be understood as a severe form of Internet addiction. Its increasing incidence is
attributed to the anonymity and easy accessibility provided by the Internet ¢ A study by
Marcus R. Squirrell states that 27% of subjects experienced severe depression,

30% experienced high anxiety, and 35% felt depressed with their involvement in cybersex. ¢
Center for Online Addiction states the following: "Gender significantly influences the way men
and women view cybersex. Women prefer Cybersex because it hides their physical appearance,
removes the social stigma that women shouldn't enjoy sex, and allows them a safe means to
concentrate on their sexuality in new, uninhibited ways. Men prefer cybersex because it
removes performance anxiety that may be underlying problems with premature ejaculation or
impotence and it also hides their physical appearance for men who feel insecure about hair loss,
penis size, or weight gain. ?°) People engaging in cyber-sex with others online could fulfill
desires and fantasies that one would otherwise resist in real life. These were the reasons stated
by the chat users when questioned as to why they preferred the above.
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CONCLUSION

This study has thrown light on the risk factors in the individual and their Internet usage. Misuse
of the Internet may be an individual’s choice, but the current study relates to the role of factors
and the environment in which individuals make their choice. Since these factors are related to
chatting apps and sites, prevention efforts require a social policy approach. Hence strategies
should target both changing individuals’ behaviors and setting the public health goal of
reducing harmful Internet use at the country level. In 2019, the World Health Organization
announced the inclusion of internet gaming disorder in the International Classification of
Diseases-11 and identified it as a health problem that requires a public health initiative. Further
research is needed on intervention policies that specifically target individuals and the risks
based on the public health model. The findings of this study may help in the planning of suitable
strategies geared toward the prevention of internet addiction.

RECOMMENDATION

People feel that spending time online browsing/chatting could make their emotions go away.
Although digital technology provides avenues to connect socially, overindulgence or overuse
of the internet can be harmful in the long term. The familiarity principle suggests that we find
people whom we are familiar with nicer, more friendly, and more trustworthy; since the
familiarity effect does not necessarily involve direct interaction, people can find in online chats
a means to satisfy their need for social contact with friendly people, at least at the beginning of
the interaction which leads to a relationship. ©” Such individuals should take care to keep a log
of their online interaction hours and by themselves reduce them.

The chatters should interact more with their neighbors, relatives, or friends and reduce their
online hours. If the need arises meeting a therapist should also be thought about. Strict rules
should be laid for online gaming. Registration through phone numbers or national identification
cards should be made mandatory for entering chat rooms and not mail ids as users can create
multiple fake mail ids. The age limit for enrolling in chat rooms can be increased and national
identification cards could be used as proof.

The Internet is a great place to meet new people and meet old friends but is not healthy to start
an online relationship. Such a relationship could very well replace real-life relationships.
Online relationships could be interesting as they work like a bubble without the regular stress
and commitment of real-life relationships. But this could lead to short-term hooks up instead
of long-term relationships that get implied in real life too

Wanting to spend time online with a person who is not physically present is deceitful. This not
only spoils intimate relationships but also destroys the family. Stress has to be put on such
individuals to spend quality time with the family, go on tours, or frequent a restaurant for a
good time out with the spouse.

Everything said and done, it takes a strong self-aware, self-disciplined individual to escape the
clutches of internet addiction. No use blaming the internet or the chat sites. It’s up to one’s self
to understand the boundaries and draw a line when and where it’s necessary.
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