Journal of Social Psychology, Volume 12, Issue 72, Septamber 2024-page 38-54

psychology.ahvaz.iau.ir Research Article
Print ISSN: 2345-5098 o »

Online ISSN: 2676-7139 Acposs _/ _

Dor: >

Loneliness and Internet Addiction in College Students: The
Moderating Role of Defense Mechanisms

Authors
F. Alidoosti ** | 1- Department of Psychology, Faculty of Humanities, Khayyam University, Mashhad, Iran.

H. Eskandari 2 | 2. M.A. in General Psychology, Khayyam University, Mashhad, Iran.

Abstract

This study aimed to determine the moderating role of defense mechanisms in the relationship between
loneliness and internet addiction among university students. The study method was correlation and the
statistical population included all students studying at Khayyam University (approximately 7000
people). A number of 200 students were selected by convenience sampling method and completed the
Internet Addiction Questionnaire, Loneliness, and Defense Style Questionnaire. The results of the
Pearson correlation coefficient show a positive and significant relationship between loneliness and
internet addiction, a negative and significant relationship between mature defense style and internet
addiction and there is a positive and significant relationship between immature defense style and
internet addiction. Also, a positive and significant relationship exists between immature defense style
and loneliness. Finally, the results of the hierarchical regression analysis of the proposed model show
that defense mechanisms significantly moderate the relationship between loneliness and internet
addiction. This research shows that the relationship between loneliness and internet addiction is not
linear and simple, and other variables such as defense mechanisms play a role in this relationship.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction: The term Internet addiction is used for people who are involved in excessive
and unhealthy use of the Internet (Widyanto & Griffiths, 2006), causing dysfunction in daily
life (Shek et al., 2013). Internet addiction may have its roots in a variety of ways (Chen &
Wu, 2023). One of the variables related to Internet addiction is the feeling of loneliness
(Khatcherian et al., 2022), which is very common among university students (Ozdemir &
Tuncay, 2008). Previous studies suggest that various factors may have an impact on the
relationship between Internet addiction and loneliness, leading to different results. One of
these factors can be defense mechanisms, used to cope with anxiety caused by unpleasant
feelings (Furnham, 2012), protecting people against internal and external dangers (Brody &
Carson, 2012). The present research has investigated the moderating role of defense
mechanisms in the relationship between loneliness and Internet addiction in university
students.

Material & Methods: The current research was descriptive and correlational. The
statistical population included all students of Khayyam University, among whom 200
students were selected by the convenience sampling method. After compiling the
questionnaires electronically, the link to the final questionnaire was made available
to the participants and answered online. Finally, the statistical tests of Pearson's
correlation coefficient and hierarchical multiple regression analysis were used.

Published : 2024-09-14

Accepted: 2024-01-18

Received: 2023-06-15



39 | Journal of Social Psychology Volume 12, Issue 72

Research tools: UCLA Loneliness scale version 3 (Russell et al., 1978): consists of
20 items, of which 11 are positive statements and 9 are negative statements, and its
scoring is done on a four-point Likert scale from 1 (never) to 4 (always).

Internet Addiction Test (Young, 1996): It has 20 items, and the questions are scored
on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (rarely) to 5 (always), showing the person's
condition in 3 forms: normal user, mild addiction, and severe addiction.

Defense Style Questionnaire (Andrews et al., 1993): has 40 questions that measure
the number of 20 defense mechanisms based on three defense styles: mature,
neurotic and immature, on a 9-point Likert scale from 1 (completely disagree) to 9
(completely agree).

Result: Among the 200 participants, 55 were men and 145 were women. A total of
184 participants were single, and 16 were married. The majority were undergraduates
(163), while only 16 held master’s degrees. Humanities students accounted for the
largest group (101), and basic sciences the smallest (5). In terms of age, 154
participants were between 20 and 30 years old, and 46 were under 20.

Pearson’s correlation test results showed a significant positive relationship between
loneliness and immature defense style (p<0.001) and a negative relationship between
mature defense style and Internet addiction (p<0.01).

To address the research question—whether defense mechanisms play a significant
moderating role in the relationship between loneliness and Internet addiction—
hierarchical multiple regression analysis was conducted. Three assumptions for
regression analysis were tested and met: 1. Normality of Data: Skewness (0.72) and
kurtosis (0.37) indices for Internet addiction fell between -2 and 2, meeting the
assumption. 2. No Multicollinearity: VIF statistics were less than 10, and tolerance
ranged between 0 and 1, confirming no multicollinearity between predictor variables.
3. Independence of Errors: The Durbin-Watson statistic was 1.91, well below the
threshold of 4, indicating independence of residuals.

With these assumptions satisfied, hierarchical multiple regression analysis was
performed to answer the research question (Table 1).

Table 1. Regression analysis results

Std. Error = Sig. E
Model R R?®  Adjusted R? ofthe  R?Change dfl  df2 9.
. Change Change
Estimate
1 0.26 0.06 0.06 11.85 0.06 14.33 1 198 0.001
2 0.40 0.16 0.14 11.31 0.09 7.44 3 195 0.001

The regression analysis results in the first model, R=0.26 (p<0.001) with an adjusted
R-squared of 0.06, and in the second model, R=0.40 (p<0.001) with an adjusted R-
squared of 0.14 shows significant relationships between predictor variables and
Internet addiction.

Table 2. Sum of squares results

Model SS df MS F .Sig
1 Regression 2013.628 1 2013.628 14.33 0.001
Residual 27805.527 198 140.432
Total 29819.155 199
2 Regression 4871.734 4 1217.933 9.52 0.001
Residual 24947.421 195 127.935

Total 29819.155 199
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The F value in both models is significant (p<0.001), indicating that the predictor
variables have a significant effect on the dependent variable.

Table 3. Regression coefficients

Model B Std. Error B t Sig.
1 (Constant) 7.17 10.20 0.70 0.48
Loneliness 0.79 0.20 0.26 3.78 0.001
2 (Constant) 18.47 10.64 1.73 0.08
loneliness 0.46 0.21 0.15 2.20 0.02
mature defense style -0.25 0.08 -0.22 -3.03 0.003
neurotic defense style 0.05 0.09 0.05 -0.60 0.54
immature defense style 0.15 0.03 0.32 3.97 0.001

The results show that in the first model, loneliness predicts Internet addiction with a
beta coefficient of 0.26, indicating a positive and significant relationship (p<0.01). In
the second model, loneliness (5=0.15, p<0.05), mature defense style (5=-0.22,
p<0.01), and immature defense style ($=0.32, p<0.01) predict Internet addiction.
Loneliness and immature defense style are positively associated with Internet
addiction, while mature defense style has a negative and significant relationship with
it.

Discussion and Conclusion: This study investigated the moderating role of defense
mechanisms in the relationship between loneliness and Internet addiction among
university students. The first key finding revealed a significant positive relationship
between loneliness and Internet addiction, aligning with past research (Beyrami et
al., 2015; Moradi Amin & Jamshidi, 2014; Naami & Samarin, 2016; Whitty &
McLaughlin, 2007; Cassel & Fioravanti, 2011). Individuals experiencing loneliness
tend to engage in excessive Internet use to cope with their isolation (Zare, 2017).

The second finding indicated a negative relationship between mature defense
mechanism and Internet addiction, while immature defense mechanism were
positively associated with it, supporting previous studies (Hejazi et al., 2014;
Rezayatizadeh et al., 2019; Floros et al., 2015; Wagas et al., 2016). Mature defense
mechanisms promote healthier coping (Vaillant, 2000), while immature defense
mechanisms lead to maladaptive behaviors (Andrews et al., 1993).

The third finding showed no significant relationship between mature and neurotic
defenses with loneliness, but a positive relationship between loneliness and immature
defense mechanism was found. Immature defense mechanisms foster avoidance of
social relationships, reinforcing loneliness (Zeigler-Hill & Pratt, 2006; Besharat et
al., 2001). Hierarchical regression analysis confirmed that defense mechanisms
moderated the relationship between loneliness and Internet addiction. Mature defense
mechanism weakened this relationship, while immature defense mechanism
strengthened it. This aligns with Casale and Fioravanti’s (2011) findings that lonely
individuals often prefer online interactions over face-to-face ones. Mature defense
mechanisms reduce tension by facilitating better social connections (Mozaffari,
2012), while immature defense mechanisms, leading to passive aggression, and
contribute to impulsivity and Internet addiction (Navkhi, 2016; Diotaiuti et al.,
2022). Limitations include the predominantly female sample, cross-sectional design,
and reliance on self-reported data. Future research should explore various forms of
loneliness and Internet addiction.
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