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Abstract

The body of Internet addiction research articles has grown rapidly during the last years. Critics claim that the bulk of this 
research is more confirmatory than scrutinizing, in spite of weak evidence for the label of addiction. A study on excessive 
Internet use in Sweden has been cited repeatedly in Internet addiction studies. The present study takes a closer look at 
these citations and combines the presentation with a systematic review of methods and theoretical approaches in Internet 
addiction studies, published between January 2000 and July 2013. 174 articles were analysed with Multiple Correspondence 
Analysis. Only 17% of the included studies were found to have an acceptable evaluative approach. Using these two empiri-
cal materials as our backdrop, we discuss how new concepts, such as Internet addiction, develop and the risks involved in 
scientific processes where critical reflections are overlooked and we conclude that the discussion and research on “Internet 
addiction” still is mainly indiscriminating when it comes to how the concept is defined, measured and judged.
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Introduction

In anticipation of the possible classification of Internet Ad-
diction as a mental disorder, the body of Internet addiction 
research articles has grown rapidly during the last five years. 
Among these is Bergmark et al.’s [1] study on excessive In-
ternet use in the Swedish population, where evidence was 
found pointing to the conclusion that the use of non-repre-
sentative samples has exaggerated its prevalence in other 
studies [1]. Importantly, the study also included a critical 
discussion concerning the Internet addiction concept itself 
and its classification as an “addiction-like” behavioral disor-
der for potential inclusion as a mental disorder in a future 
edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders  [2]. 

Concurrently, we initiated a systematic review over Internet 
addiction studies as a whole in order to investigate the meth-
ods and theoretical approaches used in studies that would 

serve as a basis for such an inclusion [3]. Using these two 
studies as our backdrop, we discuss how new concepts, such 
as Internet addiction, develop in contemporary addiction 
studies and the risks involved in scientific processes where 
critical reflections are overlooked. 

The addiction concept

The conceptual history of addiction is multilayered and can 
trace its roots as far back as Thomas Trotter’s [4] descrip-
tion of the evil genius of the habit of drunkenness, which he 
denoted as “… a disease; produced by a remote cause, and 
giving birth to actions and movements in the living body, 
that disorders the living functions of health” (Ibid, 1804 p. 
8). From Trotter’s evil genius of the habit of drunkenness, to 
inebriety and then on to addiction in the early 20th century  
[5], which was replaced by dependence - which was to cover 
a broader set of substances such as cannabis, nicotine and 
cocaine later on [6]. 



ternet use [15].

Subsequently, other researchers (e.g. [16]) subsequently elab-
orated on and revised Young’s 1998 criteria, including adapta-
tions of the test in languages other than English. Yen et al. [17] 
developed the Chen Internet Addiction Scale (CIAS), which 
assesses five dimensions of Internet addiction in a Chinese 
context, and Khazaal et al. developed and tested the validity 
of a version translated into Arabic [18] and French [19]. None-
theless, although there are several adaptations of these tests, 
their retained similarities with Young’s original indicators en-
tail that they are comparable.

There have also been important criticisms of the concept of 
behavioral addictions and its sub-concepts, such as Internet 
addiction. One of the harshest, and perhaps also most unex-
pected, critics is Allen Frances, chair of the DSM-4 task force, 
who fiercely has attacked the proposed inclusion of behavioral 
addictions both because it would place millions of people in 
unwarranted “sick roles”, arguing that “We, all of us, do short 
term pleasurable things that can be quite foolish in the long 
run. It is the nature of the beast.” [20] and underscoring the 
reality that what constitutes a mental disorder is oftentimes 
a product of societies attempting to explain away pressing 
concerns rather than the result of a rigorous scientific process 
[21]. Indeed, Frances argues that the inclusion of behavioral 
addictions in the DSM might even saturate the addiction con-
cept to the point where it potentially includes everything in life 
that we enjoy doing.

In the case of the Internet addiction concept itself, critics have 
pointed out that it ignores the specific uses that the Internet 
mediates, such as gambling, pornography, and social network-
ing [1]. Similarly, Richard A Davis [22] proposes that a study 
of Internet addiction, or Pathological Internet Use (PIU) as he 
denotes it, should distinguish between dependencies that are 
content-specific and those that pertain to the characteristics 
of the Internet itself. In particular, Davis highlights the social 
aspects of the Internet as a possible source of Internet-specific 
dependency (Ibid.).

Indeed, in the western world, we spend increasingly more time 
online, many are online and use online facilities for most of the 
day - some even call online the “contemporary default” [23]. 
The Internet has gone from being primarily a work-related 
tool towards multi-purpose and integral part of people’s day, 
ranging from gaming and entertainment to shopping, bank 
transactions and romantic interactions [24]. In addition, many 
aspects of our social lives and relations have shifted—or ex-
panded- with the upsurge of digital arenas such as Facebook 
[25], and online games [26]. Thus, the Internet provides many 
opportunities for interaction between individuals, unrestrict-
ed by previous limitations such as geography or social ties. 

However, in addition to the many positive impacts of the wide-

In 2001, a news focus piece in Science stated that”… a reward’s 
a reward, regardless of whether it comes from a chemical or 
an experience. And where there’s a reward, there’s the risk of 
the vulnerable brain getting trapped in a compulsion” [7]. Ten 
years later focus was still on the hijacked reward systems of 
the brain and now the problem area is stretched to include not 
only substances but also actions and behavior. Coupled with a 
return of loss of control, behavioral addictions, as other addic-
tions, were now considered as impulse-control disorders im-
plying excessive use, withdrawal, tolerance and negative social 
repercussions  [8]. 

In 2013, the new edition of DSM - DSM-5 - was launched (APA, 
op.cit.). In this edition, harmful consequences are focused 
more at the expense of physical dependence [9]  and addiction 
is again back as the main concept. This type of shift in core 
elements of the re-introduced addiction concept opens up for 
consideration of non-substance or behavioral addictions. This 
can be exemplified by the previous diagnosis for pathological 
gambling, which used to be classified as an impulse control dis-
order, but is now described as a behavioral addiction. Although 
other behavioral addictions were reviewed for the possibility 
of inclusion in the DSM-5, only gambling met the criteria for 
full inclusion. Nonetheless, internet gaming disorder (often re-
ferred to as gaming or internet addiction, see e.g. [10]) was in-
cluded in the appendix as a candidate for behavioral addiction 
in order to encourage further research.

Internet addiction and its measurement

Twenty years ago, the psychiatrist Ivan Goldberg, as a hoax, 
used the DSM-IV diagnostic criteria for pathological gambling 
[11] to launch the concept of “Internet addiction disorder” on 
his website, in reaction to the medicalization processes im-
plied by the APA (American Psychiatric Association) and DSM 
[12,13]. As little as one year later, however, the concept was 
taken up with greater seriousness by Kimberly Young [14]. 
Like Goldberg, Young drew from the DSM-lV definition for 
pathological gambling, which itself emanates from definitions 
and diagnostic indicators of substance related addictions. Her 
study group was recruited from a variety of self-selected sourc-
es; via newspaper advertisements, flyers on college campuses, 
Internet addiction support groups (including “the Internet Ad-
diction Support Group” and “Webaholics Support Group”), and 
posted online for web-searches on “Internet addiction”.

Young (Ibid.) used eight indicators to capture salience, mood 
modification, tolerance, withdrawal, conflict and relapse 
symptoms of Internet addiction where respondents who ful-
filled five or more of Young’s above listed criteria were classi-
fied as addicted. In addition, she identified six key behavioral 
variables: (1) Time since first using the Internet; (2) hours 
per week spent online; (3) most commonly used applications; 
(4) attractiveness of the respective applications; (5) problems 
caused by Internet use; (6) severity of problems caused by in-
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spread everyday use of the Internet highlighted in the public 
debate, there has been public concern of perceived negative 
impacts of widespread Internet use. The Swedish Media Coun-
cil [27,28] e.g., reports that parents are increasingly concerned 
about their children’s use of computer games; an activity 
widely considered to be harmful and addictive. Research in the 
wake of this concern has shown that some individuals neglect 
sleep, work, school, personal hygiene or social relationships 
to spend time online, which may result in problems regarding 
such as physical and mental health, social isolation and recur-
ring conflicts with significant others and parents [29,30]. 

Largely because public health authorities have not (yet) ad-
dressed Internet addiction (or Internet gaming disorder) as 
a public health concern, private clinics have proliferated to 
“meet the market” for advice and treatment [31]. Importantly, 
these clinics run interventions directed at presumed “Internet 
addicts” despite the fact that there is little in-depth knowledge 
about the actual nature of the problems, how they manifest 
among different individuals and groups, and how they could 
be “cured”. 

Instead, research on behavioral addictions seems to follow a 
largely a-theoretical and pre-notion confirmatory approach. 
Studies in this area tend to have an a priori perception of the 
targeted behavior as addictive, and then proceed to construct 
measurements according to traditional substance addiction 
criteria  [32]. Studies are then conducted to confirm the preva-
lence of the behavior in the population, rather than to explore 
its background and unique manifestations [33]. This empha-
sizes the importance of following and analyzing the empirical 
efforts to the conceptual cultivation. 

Methods 

Since the publication of our study in 2011[1], we have received 
notifications about citations and now and then we have been 
contemplating the studies citing ours. As the discussion and 
research on “Internet addiction” still, according to our way 
of seeing it, is mainly indiscriminating when it comes to how 
the concept is defined , measured and judged, we have been 
surprised by such citations. Up until March 2015, there were 
23 citations for the study in Google scholar. Not that many, but 
still – if indicative of a continued critical discussion on this sub-
ject; it would be interesting. The manner in which researchers 
make use of previous studies in their respective fields - a vital 
source of knowledge - is fundamental in the world of research. 
In short, we wanted to explore how other researchers made 
use of our discussion in the 2011 paper. Two citations were 
excluded; one emanated from another of our own publica-
tions [24], the other [34] from the introductory chapter for the 
e-book where our study was re-published in 2012.

Our study comprised Swedish survey data from 2009, n=1147 

(Internet users) where we searched for predictors of time 
spent online. We also used five indicators related to “Internet 
addiction”, N.B. we did not have access to a full instrument 
measuring Internet addiction and we never claimed to mea-
sure Internet addiction. The five indicators of Internet related 
problems (summed) were used for similar analysis as time on-
line. Furthermore, in the discussion section we never referred 
to our study as one of Internet addiction. Instead we made use 
of the concepts “extensive Internet use” and “problems related 
to Internet use”. 

Next, in July 2013, we conducted a systematic review over 
published studies in the Web of Science (n=1873) and Psy-
cInfo (n=301) databases between January 2000 and July 
2013. Initially, the review included 2174 article abstracts, 
collected from the databases Web of Science (n=1873) and 
PsycInfo (n=301), using eight search queries for Internet ad-
diction: Internet Addiction (n=695), Problematic Internet Use 
(n=589), Compulsive Internet Use (n=154), Excessive Internet 
Use (n=199), Pathological Internet Use (n=201), Information 
Technology Addiction (n=120), Communication Technology 
Addiction (n=57), and Addictive Internet Use (n=159). After a 
first phase of deletion based on the article titles and abstracts, 
1006 articles remained. We excluded studies that turned out 
to deal with other themes, lacking any kind of empirical data 
and analyses, “doubles” i.e. more than one publication from 
the same study and we decided not to go all the way back to 
Young’s study (67 of the oldest articles were excluded). As the 
systematic review was intended for a content analysis, there 
were also some deletions due to missing values, thus leaving a 
final sum total of 174 articles for full reading, all of which were 
deemed empirical works on the topic of Internet Addiction and 
available via the Stockholm University library system. In total, 
157 (7%) articles were excluded because they were doubles, 
390 (18%) due to a lack of full text access in the Stockholm 
University library, 67 (3%) due to publishing year before 2000, 
1354 (62%) because they did not include an empirical inves-
tigation of Internet addiction, and 32 (2%) because they con-
tained missing values.

The full text reading categorized the articles using 31 variables 
subsumed under five categories: (1) Publication Details, (2) 
Study Type, (3) Sample Traits, (4) Measurement, and (5) Study 
Design (see Table 1). The idea was to capture the constellations 
of Internet addiction articles through method design, geogra-
phy, and chronology.

Each article’s theoretical underpinnings were categorized as 
biometric, psychometric or sociological. Next, the articles’ var-
ious sample traits, such as sample size (n size), randomness 
(Random) of the data collection, and target groups foci such as 
students (Grade/High School and College Students) or specific 
Psychiatric Disorder-groups were identified. Subsequently, the 
data measurement tactics of the articles were coded, such as 
Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI) Scans and Remote Surveys, 
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observe it? 

Biometric Internet Addiction studies focus on increases and 
decreases in brain activity, commonly in the reward centers, 
in order to determine the stimulative effects that Internet use 
has on people [37]. 

The results are then compared between “healthy” and addict-
ed individuals, where Internet addiction is usually diagnosed 
using psychological tests (see e.g. [38]). An underlying theoret-
ical assumption behind biometric Internet addiction research 
is the notion that internet addiction belongs to a larger family 
of impulse control disorders, such as gambling and sex addic-
tion [38]. A common goal is therefore to measure the effect of 
Internet addiction on an individual’s cognitive functioning. The 
most common measurement instrument used in biometric In-
ternet addiction studies is Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI). 

Psychological studies, like their MRI counterparts, make the 
theoretical assumption that the causes of Internet Addiction 
are rooted in the neurology of the brain. Unlike MRI studies, 
however, they tend to make use of data gathered via psycho-
metric tests in survey form. Such tests usually include various 
Internet addiction scales, which they then correlate with other 
measurement instruments that concern psychological disor-
ders such as depression, social anxiety, and disorders such as 
Autism (see e.g. [39,40 ]).

Sociological explanations for the possibly addictive character 
of Internet use tend to view Internet Addictive behavior as a 
consequence of ideas, morals, and social relationships (e.g. pa-
rental variables). These can be tricky to find as they often dress 
themselves as psychological studies. Nonetheless, they can be 
identified by their references to relational variables in their ex-
planation of Internet Addiction.

followed by their overall study designs, such as Experiments 
with Control Groups, Intervention evaluations, and Longitudi-
nal data collections.

Multiple Correspondence Analysis (MCA - at times also referred 
to as homogeneity analysis, canonical correspondence analysis, 

Table 1. The Code Schemata for the Full Text Article Analysis.

multivariate correspondence analysis, and dual scaling) is a 
statistical method of transforming nominal and ordinal scale 
data into ratio scale chi-2 distances, or clouds of data points, 
that can be factorized using a Singular Value Decomposition 
(SVD) (for additional overviews, [35,36]). Commonly, the re-
sulting eigenvectors and eigenvalues are expressed in the form 
of two dimensional coordinate systems that reduce the com-
plexity of the data and are illustrated using so called bi-plots, 
which are scatterplots whose axes correspond to two chosen 
eigenvalues (usually those that preserve the highest degree of 
variance of the cloud). The main benefit of this procedure is 
that it allows us to reduce the complexity of nominal scale data 
sets, often consisting of dozens or even hundreds of variables, 
into two dimensional systems of coordinates. The result is a 
two-dimensional representation of the cloud that preserves 
as much of the cloud’s variance as possible while simultane-
ously reducing the complexity of the data. In other words, the 
coordinates in the multidimensional cloud are projected on to 
a two dimensional plane, whose axes are determined by the 
amount of variance that each eigenvector covers. 

It is in this sense a Multiple Correspondence Analysis (MCA) is 
similar to a Principal Component Analysis (PCA).  

In addition to the geography and chronology of Internet addic-
tion research we focus on the theoretical approaches, chronol-
ogy, and methods used by Internet addiction researchers in the 
field. In short, what do they observe, when, and how do they 
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Publication 
Details

Sample 
Traits Study Type Study Design Measurement

Author(s) n size Biometric Longitudinal MRI/Brain Scan

University Random Psychometric Experimental
Psychological 

Test (dependent)

Year
Quasi 

Experimental Sociological Intervention
Psychological Test 

(independent)

Title
Geographical 

Location Prevalence Control Group Remote Survey

Online Sample Prevalence %
Psychotest 
Evaluation Interview

Age (+/- s) IA Bechmarks
Age (min/max) ConsequencesGrade/High 

School 
Students
College 
Students

Psychiatric 
Disorder



Parental variables, e.g., concern the relationship between par-
ents and their children, consequential variables refer to the 
reaction that people in the addict’s surroundings have to her 
Internet addiction, and escapism-related variables relate to a 
need to escape from social relationships (see e.g. [41,42]). One 
complicating factor in this category is that there are several 
relational variables included in most Internet addiction tests. 

Results

As noted above, we never claimed to measure Internet addic-
tion in the 2011 publication [1]. We used five indicators of 
Internet related problems but we referred to the results with 
the concepts “extensive Internet use” and “problems related to 
Internet use”. All the same, our study is used as a reference for 
prevalence of Internet addiction in Sweden [43,44], for mea-
surement of Internet addiction [45-48], and in discussions of 
addiction-like symptoms relating to video games [49].

It is claimed that we in our text identify criteria for the mea-
surement of Internet addiction [43,50]. Reports of adverse 
consequences from Internet use are put forward as indications 
of cyberaddiction [51,52] and one author claims that we in-
dicate possibilities of neurobiological background to Internet 
use addiction [53].

More correctly referred to as a discussion of a research field 
lacking consensus [12, 33, 51,54,-57], a study of problematic 
vs. non-problematic Internet or video game use [58](Collins 
& Freeman, 2013;), in discussions of online as related to good 
health [59] or more general; of an upsurge of electronic devic-
es [60].

All in all, half of the citations for our study used our study in 
accordance with our original intentions. But what of the oth-
er half; i.e. ten publications? Have the authors read our man-
uscript or have they just picked a figure or a wording without 

checking the context? Did it matter at all?

Although the systematic review includes articles as far back as 
the year 2000, the majority of its articles (64%, Figure 1) are 
part of the rapidly growing body of studies conducted in the 
wake of the first discussions concerning a possible inclusion 
of Internet Addiction in the DSM between the years 2011 and 
July, 2013. In addition, note that because we only have data un-
til July for that year, the number of articles for 2013 should 
probably be doubled.

The studies emanated from all over the world (Figure 2, Bi-
Plot2) with a high prevalence for China (17%), the US (13%) 
and Turkey ( 9%). 15 studies have no geography, they are called 
”Internet” as they were global online surveys. The most com-
mon sample population was students (75%), roughly equally 
divided between Grade/High School (35%) and College stu-
dents (40%). Only six studies specifically targeted populations 
with psychiatric disorders other than Internet addiction.

Studies were classified (Figure 3, Bi-Plot 3) into three broadly 
defined, yet mutually exclusive, methodological approaches; 
MRI (7%), Psychological (40%) and Relational (Sociology re-
lated; 53%). In total, 36% of the articles included measures of 
Internet addiction prevalence. 

The methodological characteristics of the articles were  
assessed using a series of variables; the far most common 
methodology was to use a remote survey (86%) and a non ran-
dom sample (72%). Furthermore, 59% of the studies used a 
psychological test for their dependent variable, and 31% used 
it for an independent variable.

More than half (55%) of the studies used benchmarks to dis-
tinguish between non-pathological Internet users and ad-
dicted users. In addition, many of the studies that did include 
benchmarks used varying cut-off points and measurement in-
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Figure 1. & Bi-Plot 1. Development of Internet Addiction (IA) Research Over Time. Magnification: 1.05*30. Inertias: P1: 16.6%; P2: 10.8%.  
n = 174. X: P1; Y: P2.



struments of Internet addiction (compare e.g. [19, 40]).

Only 30 (17%) studies were judged to be evaluations of in-
struments, which is in line with previous research stating that 
research in this field is confirmatory rather than explorative. 
This is remarkable considering the controversial character of 
the Internet addiction concepts theoretical construct. Indeed, 
a greater share of explorative studies would be expected. In-
stead we have found that most studies treat Internet addiction 
test instruments as given truths – critical approaches and re-
flections concerning the meaning of results are rare.

The analysis includes both active and supplementary variables 
(Bi-Plot 1-3). In the former case, by “active”, we mean that they 
have had an influence on the dimensionality reduction in the 
MCA. In other words, these are the variables that have been 
used to select P1 and P2 in our bi-plot. In the latter case, by 
“supplementary”, we mean that the variables (study type, ge-
ography, and time) have been projected in the plot without 
such an influence.

When observing the Bi-Plots, note that categories close to each 
other are similar and vice versa. Categories that are common, 
or which represent the “middle ground” in the cloud will be 
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Figure 2. & Bi-Plot 2. Geographical Location of Internet Addiction (IA) Studies Between 2000 and 2013. Magnification: 1.05*28. Inertias: P1: 
16.6%; P2: 10.8%. n = 174. Node Size is Proportional Within the geoLocation Cloud. X: P1; Y: P2

Figure 3. & Bi-Plot 3. Active Variables and Study Type Clouds. Magnification: 1.05 * 23 Inertias: P1: 16.6%; P2: 10.8%. n=174. X: P1; Y: P2.
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close to the center of the plot while categories that are rare 
and/or dissimilar from the rest of the categories will be locat-
ed further out in the periphery.

In Bi-Plots 1-3, we can see both the frequency distribution and 
coordinates of the active variable and study type clouds includ-
ed in our study. The most common active variable (Bi-Plot 3) 
is remote survey (n=154), which is at the opposite end of the 
plane from online samples (n=24) and experimental (n=12) 
methods in P2. With respect to the measurement instruments 
used in Internet addiction articles, psychoTest (Depend) 
(n=103), which identifies studies that use test instruments as 
their dependent variable in regression-style analyses, is rela-
tively close to the use of such tests as independent (n=54). In 
Bi-Plot 1, we can also see the movement of the field of Internet 
addiction over time, making large jumps in it’s early years as 
studies vary in design followed by a consolidation into more 
homogenous studies in later years.

Upon examining the study populations used in the Inter-
net addiction articles (Figure 3), we can see that college stu-
dents (n=70) are the most common, followed by grade/high 
school students (n=61). Indeed, upon a closer inspection, 
72% (125/174) of the Internet addiction articles made use 
of both or either of these. Interestingly, these greatly surpass 
the number of studies that use online samples (n=24). In ad-
dition, studies that made use of quasi experimental (n=10), 
longitudinal (n=22), experimental (n=12), intervention (n=9), 
and interview (n=17) methods and/or control groups (n=21), 
Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI) scans (n=11) were more 
scarce and gravitated towards the biometric approaches in the 
field’s off-shoot. 

Next, when we look at the study type variables, we can see that 
the most common type of Internet addiction study is sociolog-
ical (n=93), which denotes studies that depend on social inter-
action between people. Following the sociological study type, 
psychometric studies (n=69) are the second largest category, 
prevalence (n=63) the third, while biometric studies (n=12) 
are more scarce. Furthermore, while the sociological, psycho-
metric, and prevalence studies are oriented towards the center 
of the plot, biometric studies stand out in that they are located 
in the off-shoot of the field. Indeed, the study type cloud thus 
displays a binary division between, on the one hand, sociolog-
ical, prevalence, and psychometric studies, and, on the other, 
biometric studies.

In the off-shoot of Bi-Plot 3 in P1, we can see that biometric 
study types will tend to implement instrument evaluation, 
quasi experimental and longitudinal study designs on small or 
medium sized samples of subjects with psychiatric disorders. 
Here, the measurement instrument of choice is MRI. Mean-
while, towards the center of the clouds in Bi-Plot 3, we see that 
sociological, psychometric, and prevalence studies, tend to 

implement large n studies using random samples with grade/
high school youth. In sum, the most common type of Internet 
addiction study design is a sociological, psychometric, and/
or prevalence oriented large n remote survey investigation on 
grade/high school and/or college student populations.

Discussion

The emergence of the concept Internet addiction, or more 
broadly; behavioral addictions, coincides with a more gen-
eral process of medicalization, i.e. processes whereby social 
problems are moved into definitions as medical problems - as 
illness, disorder or pathology - and processes of promoting 
the establishment and evaluations of interventions into evi-
dence-based practices. Processes of medicalization were dis-
cussed by the mentor in the field; Peter Conrad, already in the 
1980’s [61,62]. It has been suggested [63] that the movement 
of evidence-based practice is a “medicalization engine” that es-
tablishes a medical conceptualization through its emphasis on 
standardized assessment and diagnosis. 

There are always limitations to consider when drawing conclu-
sions from a study. The concepts at hand – internet addiction, 
internet gaming disorder, problematic internet use etc - are 
quite inexplicit and ambiguous. And even though many search 
terms were used for the review, not all publications in the field 
were found. The Stockholm University library is well-equipped 
but there were publications that we did not find. The accura-
cy of our findings therefore cannot be assessed as 100%. Even 
so, in accordance with our findings we conclude that the dis-
cussion and research on “Internet addiction” still is mainly in-
discriminating when it comes to how the concept is defined, 
measured and judged.

John Ioannidis made some noice with his highly cited “Why 
Most Published Research Findnings Are False” [64], where he 
argues that there is a lack of confirmation for many research 
fields. From this follows much too often a reliance on single 
p-values for research discoveries. Ioannidis makes a case out 
of calculating and proving that the trust in research findings is 
false and argues that this should lead to a much more careful 
way of handling research results.

Our “case” is similar to Ioannidis’, although we start from a 
completely different angle. Today, almost anything can be mea-
sured. In the addiction field, measures and manuals for the 
detection of excessive drinking are adjusted and transformed 
(but in essence kept untouched) in order to detect and mea-
sure all kinds of ingestions and actions (habits). In fact, any-
thing you do a lot, anything you like doing or consuming and 
miss when you are not – might be labelled as an addiction. Is 
this meaningful? Just because we can?

Indeed, whether Internet addiction is a medical, psychiatric, 
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Rev Clin Psychol. 2012, 8: 109-130.  

22. Davis RA. A cognitive-behavioral model of pathological 
Internet use. Computers in human behavior. 2001, 17(2):187-
195.

social, or non-existent phenomenon, it is clear that just like 
laws determine what forms of behavior are criminal, research 
largely determines what is an addiction and how it should be 
treated. The design of individual Internet addiction studies 
thus depends on the political question of what one views as ad-
dictive, problematic, or healthy. Therefore, any understanding 
of the theoretical underpinnings of the Internet addiction con-
cept must take the role of science, medicine, and their politics 
into account. Indeed, because the rationale behind much of the 
contemporary Internet addiction research available is its ap-
plicability in interventions, the classic question concerning the 
role of science in determining what behaviors can be deemed 
normal and pathological becomes the perennial “elephant in 
the room” in any discussion concerning the issue.
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