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Abstract

Introduction: Internet dependence is a topic of interest that has been discussed as a behavior-based addiction in
recent years and has become a growing issue in the information technology era. This addiction has caused many
problems for college students. In this regard, the current study aimed to investigate the relationship between
Internet addiction and social skills of students of Medical Sciences.

Methods: This is a descriptive-correlational study. The sample included 354 medical students who were selected
through applying stratified random sampling method and were tested using two questionnaires of Internet
Addiction and Social Skills. Data were analyzed applying the Pearson correlation coefficient and stepwise
regression analysis.

Results: The findings indicated that there were significant positive relationships between Internet dependence
and social skills. Internet dependence has a reversed relation with initiation and termination, assertiveness, social
reinforcement, empathy, and cooperation. Increasing Internet dependence, these skills weakened. However, no
significant correlation was found between Internet dependence and orientation skills. Moreover, the results of the
regression analysis showed that these five variables predicted about 66% of the criterion variable (internet
dependence).

Conclusion: Since Internet addiction can falter students’ social skills and has strong negative effects on
interpersonal communication and social interaction, it is essential to make efforts to give students’ use of the
Internet a specific direction to avoid its probable adverse effects.

Keywords: internet, internet dependence, social skills, university students
1. Introduction and Objective

The essence of society is sustainable communications between human beings and communication as the first
need of any system is a special form of social interaction (Doran, 2006). Nowadays, the Internet has become an
essential part of everyday life around the world (Bayraktar & Gun, 2007) and its use, especially among the
young and educated, is steadily increasing (Ozcan & Buzlu, 2007) and brings with itself various promises and
threats (Mc Quail, 2005). Creating new social cohesion, increasing social isolation, reduction of social
participation, Internet dependence (Mc Kenna and Bargh, 2004) and replacing social activities with the Internet
(Kestenbaum et al., 2002) are among the numerous effects of the Internet. These effects are so extensive and
widespread that some researchers consider the role of the Internet in today’s life as the role of electricity in the
industrial revolution (Liesler et al., 2002).

Internet dependence is an interesting issue being recently considered as a behavior-based addiction
(Mohammad-beigi et al., 2010) and has become the growing issue of the information technology era (Davis and
Besser, 2002; Hur, 2006). Internet dependence refers to one’s inability to control himself/herself in using the
Internet which gradually leads to create uncomfortable feelings, debilitation of daily functional activities
(Shapira et al., 2003; Douglas et al., 2008) and eventually mental disturbance or stress (Weinstiein and Lejoyeux,
2010). Douglas et al. introduced Internet dependence as an obsessive-compulsive use of the Internet, that if the
individual is excluded from such use, he/she becomes so irritated and shows behaviors with tantrum (Douglas et
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al., 2008). Internet dependence is associated with symptoms such as anxiety, depression, irritability, obsessive
thoughts, isolation and disruption of social relations (Kooraki et al., 2012).

On the other hand, it seems that Internet dependence influences individuals’ social skills (Preece, 2000; Wellman
and Gulia, 1999). Social skills are a series of purposeful, interrelated behaviors based on the status, which are
acquired and are under the control of individuals (Momayezi et al., 2011). Social skills are important factors in
shaping relationships, enhancing the quality of social interaction and even mental health of individuals. These
skills can be defined as a perfect model of behaviors exhibited by an individual in interpersonal relations
(Teodoro, 2005). Social skills encompass a variety of capabilities and capacities including emotional expression,
self-regulation, social flexibility, social sensitivity, assertiveness (Segrin & Taylor, 2007). Emotional expression
is defined as the ability to understand and express emotions in interpersonal relationships. Self-regulation is an
integrated behavioral process consisted of useful behaviors for learning. Social sensitivity is defined as the
ability to decode non-verbal signs and social flexibility is the ability to inhibition emotions of self in stressful
conditions. Assertiveness is another social skill that enables an individual to act in favor of him/herself and
express his/her feelings honestly without abusing others’ rights (Kooraki et al., 2012).

Since Internet connections, unlike face to face communication, are more flexible and individuals can easily
remove or edit their negative information, such relationships continue and lead to shortcomings in social skills. A
study on the relationship of social self-efficacy, locus of control and Internet addiction among students revealed
that there was a negative relationship between social self-efficacy and Internet addiction (Iskender and Akin,
2010). During the past decade, the number of studies conducted on Internet addiction has increased rapidly
(Bayraktar & Gun, 2007; Yen et al., 2007; Kubey, Lavin and Barrows, 2001). For example, researchers found
significant relationships between Internet dependence, anxiety, restlessness, aggression and hostility (Yen et al.,
2007), drugs experience (Yen et al., 2007; Ko et al, 2006), losing control and endurance, retreat, performance
disorder, reduction of decision-making ability (Ko et al, 2005), loneliness (Kraut et al., 1998; Nalwa and Anand,
2003), sensation seeking (Lin & Tsai, 2002), poor mental health (Yang, 2001), reduction of family
communications (Armstrong, Phillips and Saling, 2000), reduction of students’ GPA and their educational failure
(Mohammad-beigi et al., 2010), low self-concept (Shoa Kazemi, 2008), reduction of social communications
circle (Young and Rogers, 1998), loss of social skills and social isolation (Moody, 2004; Whitty and McLaughlin,
2007), low social quality of learners (Nadi & Sajjadian, 2010) and low social skills (Kooraki et al., 2012), etc.

In many countries, medical university students form a substantial group of Internet users (Lazinger, Bar-Ilan and
Peritz, 1997; Salkovic-Petrisic et al., 2001) and this group of the users see the Internet as a reliable source (Eitel,
Yankowitz and Ely, 1998) and use it for personal as well as professional goals (Scheleyer, Spallek and
Torres-Urquidy, 1998; Mohagheghzadeh and Abdollahi, 2002). However, in spite of multitudes of benefits and
capacities for its users, it seems this technological and information tool has attracted youth’s attention and lead
them to spend long hours at the computer that results in hindering from other aspects of life especially social
activities. Given the young age structure of the country and considering that the youth are the most vulnerable
stratum of the society against risky behaviors such as improper use of the computer and the Internet, obviously
each damage to their physical and mental health and also reduction of the abilities of this active group, inevitably
leads to slowing down the progress of the society. On the other hand, in the long-term, their physical and mental
health may have negative effects on the health of the whole people of the society. Statistics in Iran (2004)
indicated that the number of the Internet users was more than 6 million and this number is increasing day by day
(Sadeghian, 2008). Considering the increasing use of the Internet in Iran especially by the youth and the
adolescent, if preventive measures are not foreseen, soon we will witness an increase in problems of this area
especially Internet dependence. However, very few studies are conducted on the subject. Therefore, there is an
emergent need to carry out more extensive, detailed and rigorous research on Internet dependence and social
skills.

In many countries, medical university students form a substantial group of Internet users (2001) and this group
of the users see the Internet as a reliable source (1998) and use it for personal as well as professional goals
(2006). However, in spite of multitudes of benefits and capacities for its users, it seems this technological and
information tool has attracted youth’s attention and lead them to spend long hours at the computer that results in
hindering from other aspects of life especially social activities. Given the young age structure of the country and
considering that the youth are the most vulnerable stratum of the society against risky behaviors such as
improper use of the computer and the Internet, obviously each damage to their physical and mental health and
also reduction of the abilities of this active group, inevitably leads to slowing down the progress of the society.
On the other hand, in the long-term, their physical and mental health may have negative effects on the health of
the whole people of the society. Statistics in Iran (2004) indicated that the number of the Internet users was more
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than 6 million and this number is increasing day by day (2013). Considering the increasing use of the Internet in
Iran especially by the youth and the adolescent, if preventive measures are not foreseen, soon we will witness an
increase in problems of this area especially Internet dependence(2014). However, very few studies are conducted
on the subject(2013). Therefore, there is an emergent need to carry out more extensive, detailed and rigorous
research on Internet dependence and social skills(2014). Thus, in this regard, the present study sought to answer
the question that whether there is any relationship between dimensions of social skills and Internet dependence
among students and what is the contribution of each dimension of social skills in prediction of Internet
dependence?

2. Methods and Materials

Since it examines the relationships between the variables, this is a descriptive-correlational study. The population
consisted of all medical science students of Islamic Azad university of Tehran, Sciences and Research Branch
(N=4277), among which based on the Cochran’s formula, 354 students were selected using stratified random
sampling method (to place on the sample students from all fields and branches of medical sciences). Sample
participants included 212 female students and 142 male students. Two tools were used in this study.

A) Social Skills Inventory: The inventory was designed and developed by Abbasi for higher education in 2003.
The inventory has 143 items. It was standardized on 142 female students and 212 male students. Subjects should
specify their response among a 5-point Likert type scale, (always, quite often, sometimes, rarely and never). Six
factors including initiation and termination, self-assertiveness, social reinforcement, empathy, orientation and
cooperation are analyzed. The internal consistency of the inventory was calculated using the Cronbach’s alpha
that was 0.96 and standardized scores of t and z were calculated on two groups of male and female subjects of
Ahvaz Azad University that revealed good construct validity and predictive power (Harjy et al., 2005).

B) Internet Addiction Test: The instrument is developed and standardized by Young (Kimberly, 2007). The test
consists of 20 items and subjects should specify their response among a 5-point Likert-type scale, (always, often,
sometimes, rarely, does not apply to me). The internal consistency of the test was calculated using the
Cronbach’s alpha that was 0.92. It also has a good construct validity and predictive power. In the present study,
before the final run, a pilot study was implemented on a sample of 50 students which revealed that the test is
reliable at the alpha level of 0.01 with the Cronbach’s alpha of 0.92 which indicates that the reliability coefficient
is high.

3. Results

Q1: Is there any significant relationship between dimensions of social skills and Internet dependence among
students?

Before proceeding to the test results, first descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive characteristics of the variables

Variable Mean SD Variance Skewness Kurtosis
Internet dependence 77/1  682/0 466/0 50/0 09/0-
Initiation and termination skills 71/2  601/0 361/0 44/0- 14/0
Assertiveness skills 54/2  549/0 302/0 64/0- 54/0
social reinforcement skills 92/2  645/0 416/0 87/0- 47/1
Orientation Skills 54/2  656/0 430/0 59/0- 62/0
Empathy skills 76/2  647/0 419/0 15/0- 84/1
cooperation skills 76/2  647/0 419/0 48/1- 17/1

Mean and standard deviation values in the above table indicate the appropriate dispersion and Skewness and
Kurtosis indices indicate a normal distribution of the variables. The above table also indicates that among the
dimensions of social skills, the highest scores goes for the component of social reinforcement skills (2.92) and
the lowest scores goes for the components of assertiveness skills (2.54) and orientation skills (2.54 ). The
Pearson correlation test was used to examine the hypothesis. The results are presented in Table 2.
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Table 2. Correlation coefficients of Internet dependence and social skills

Variable Internet addiction  Sig
Initiation and termination skills  152/0- 01/0
Assertiveness skills 143/0- 01/0
Social reinforcement skills 185/0- 001/0
Orientation Skills 091/0- 08/0
Empathy skills 183/0- 001/0
Cooperation skills 133/0- 01/0

The table above indicates that the results of all dimensions of social skills except for orientation skills have
significant negative correlation with Internet dependence. Negative correlation indicates that the increase of
Internet dependence among students reduces their social skills and vice versa.

Q2: what is the contribution of each dimension of social skills in prediction of Internet dependence?

To answer this question a stepwise multiple regression analysis was used. In the first step, the variable of
empathy skills, in the second step, initiation and termination skills, in the third, assertiveness skills, in the fourth
social, reinforcement skills and in the fifth step, cooperation skills entered into the equation and maintained their
significance in five steps. Only the variable of orientation skills was not significant, and removed from the
equation. The results of the regression analysis are reported in Table 3.

Table 3. Results of stepwise regression analysis of Internet dependence from predictor variables

Predictor variable R R? A”  SE df F Af B Beta T
Empathy skills 66/. 44/. 44/. 32/5 352/1 ***61/280 61/280 31/.- ***87/.- 86/17-
Initiation and 73/. 54/. 10/. 82/4 351/1 ***32/210 33/78  50/.- ***49/.- 85/13-

termination skills

Assertiveness skills ~ 76/. 58/. 04/. 62/4 350/1 ***86/162 45/31 29/.- ***35/-.  97/8-
social reinforcement 78/. 62/. 04/. 44/4 349/1 ***83/139 11/30  30/.- ***31/.- 83/6-
skills

Orientation Skills 81/. 66/. 04/. 18/4 348/1 ***31/135 66/45 45/.- ***26/.- 76/6-
% p <0.001

Stepwise regression analysis results in Table 3 indicate that empathy skills predicted 44% of the variance of
Internet dependence. Initiation and termination skills, assertiveness skills, social reinforcement skills and
cooperation skills predicted 10%, 4%, 4%, and 4% of the variance of Internet dependence, respectively. These
five variables predict a total of 66% of criterion variable variance. ANOVA results presented in the above table
and the significance f value indicates that these five variables have a significant effect on Internet dependence.
Due to the beta coefficient which is negative, it can be argued that students, who have high scores on measures
of social skills, are more dependent on the Internet and vice versa.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

The present study aimed to investigate the relationship between Internet dependence and social skills of students.
To examine the research hypotheses, the Pearson correlation and stepwise multiple regression were used. In the
following, the results of these two tests used to explain each of the dimensions of social skills, are discussed
separately. Results of the present study about the reduction of social skills among students in the light of Internet
dependence are consistent with the results of Kooraki et al. (2012) Young and Rogers (1998), Moody (34),
Whitty et al. (2007) and Nadi and the Sajjadian (2010).

As the findings indicated, there was a significant negative relationship between Internet dependence and
initiation and termination skills. Therefore, if students’ Internet dependence increases, their initiation and
termination skills decreases. Results of regression analysis revealed that this component predicted 10% of the
variance of Internet dependence. According to the results of the statistical data analysis, it seems that the
relationship of Internet dependence and initiation and termination skills resulted from the interventions in
learned behaviors. Verbal and non-verbal behaviors cause individuals’ interactions with others. Excessive use of
the Internet makes a person use less verbal behavior and progressively his speech is impaired and his/her contact
with the outside fades. Increased Internet use increases loneliness, depression, and social isolation. It also affects
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one of the verbal skills, i.e., initiating and terminating a social conversation (Kraut et al., 1998; Nalwa and
Anand, 2003).

In the current study, the relationship between Internet dependence and assertiveness skills was also negative.
Multiple regression analysis also suggested that this component was able to predict 4% of the variance of
Internet dependence. Assertiveness is another social skill that enables an individual to act in favor of him/herself
and express his/her feelings honestly without abusing others’ rights. Such an individual is able to stand on his/her
own feet, show his/her true feelings honestly and simply reject unreasonable requests. These individuals have
more control over their own lives and have firm and steadfast personalities. The statistical data suggested that
there was a significant negative relationship between Internet dependence and assertiveness that means
individuals who are addicted to the Internet lose such characteristics and cannot firmly reject unreasonable
requests. The study found that increased Internet usage reduces the ability of assertiveness. However, the
relationship was not robust and other variables were not controlled.

The findings also suggested that increased dependence on the Internet among students decreased their social
reinforcement skills (another dimension of social skills). The predictive power of this component was 4%. It
should be argued that Internet dependence and social reinforcement skills arise from positive reinforcements that
the Internet suggests. Strengthening social relationships on the side of family and friends increases and maintains
interaction and marks interest in the ideas, thoughts and feelings of other people. When individuals do not
receive reward or reinforcement from their family or the society and their interests and emotions are reacted
through the Internet, they prefer to answer to such reinforcements and thus their addiction to the Internet rises
and they withdraw from friends and the community.

However, the important point in investigating social skills is the fact that unlike other dimensions, no significant
relationship was observed between orientation skills and Internet dependence. Regression results indicated the
inability of this component to predict Internet dependence. The lack of correlation between the above variables
can be explained in this way that leading individuals have more ability and talent compared to their peers, they
have higher confidence and morale and can lead a group. Acquiring such an ability arises either from their family
in which some responsibilities are taken by the individual or their academic discipline (Kooraki et al., 2012).
Individuals with orientation skills do their own tasks and duties without other’s help, since the ability of doing
things independently has made them responsible and aware of their own ability and talent and this leads to high
confidence. Extroverts receive more social support than introverts. Individuals with strong social ties use the
Internet in order to complement and strengthen their communication. Considering the statistical results, leading
individuals are not Internet dependence and use the Internet positively to complement their communication.

In addition, the present study indicated a significant negative relationship between Internet dependence and
empathy skills. According to statistical results, it is found that dependence to the Internet reduced individuals’
empathy skills. Individuals without empathy skills can hardly understand others’ emotions and discomforts, they
cannot feel others’ sorrow, and they try to be seen as less as possible in the community which leads to their
withdrawal and isolation. Therefore, Internet dependence is associated with separation from community and
spending more time on the Internet (Moody, 2004).

Finally, based on the results, there was a significant negative relationship between cooperation skills and Internet
dependence. It can be argued that cooperation skills are among acquired skills, such as the ability to ask others’
help and effective communication so that this connection is acceptable, valuable and lucrative for both parties.
The time spent on an activity inevitably leads to lower time on similar activities. Thus, there is still concern that
the use of the Internet, especially non-social uses, such as web surfing, spending much time on the Internet, is
associated with a decrease in social activities including cooperation skills which eventually leads to social
isolation. Such individuals refuse to participate in group activities and avoid collaboration with peers. An
increase in Internet dependence decreases cooperation skills.

Today, social skills are highly regarded; so that in social and educational systems if individuals lack social skills,
they are often labeled inappropriately and are considered as people with social problems. Inability in social skills
even creates problems in terms of academic achievement, because lack of such skills may destroy self-worth and
self-esteem and make the individual seem different from others or be considered as abnormal. In such a situation,
the individual is easily excluded and loses desirable positions for development along with his/her peers. However,
one of the factors that could cause impairment or loss of social skills may be Internet dependence.

Although the development of electronic devices and the Internet is remarkable in all scenes, today's modern
civilized man needs to appropriately use these electronic means, including the Internet in order to avoid flaws in
his social relations. Excessive use of the Internet and severe interest in it causes Internet dependence. It seems
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that one of the factors that led to significant relationship between Internet dependence and social skills is the lack
of the mentioned skills on the side of students. Internet dependence causes disorders in life, loss of social skills
or social isolation. Overall, the results of this study suggested that there was a significant negative relationship
between Internet dependence and students' social skills. Therefore, it can be concluded that Internet dependence
decreases students’ social skills.
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