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Objective: The current study was conducted to investigate the role of internalizing and 
externalizing symptoms and social isolation due to Internet addiction and cyberspace use 
among teenage girls in 2016-2017 year. 

Methods: The research method used in this study was cross-sectional. The study population 
included all girl students of the second grade public high schools of Tehran city during the 
academic year 2016-2017. Based on multi-stage cluster sampling, 300 girls were selected 
randomly. The tools used for data collection were Russell’s loneliness scale, Young’s Internet 
addiction test, and Achenbach’s self-report questionnaire. Finally, the collected data was analyzed 
using SPSS v.20 software using Pearson’s correlation coefficient and regression analysis.

Results: The results showed that there is a positive and significant relationship of internalized 
syndrome (r=0.53), extraversion syndrome (r=0.57), and social isolation (r=0.54), with 
internet addiction. Regression test showed that seizure syndrome, thinking syndrome among 
internalized syndromes, obsessive compulsive syndrome, other problems, favorable conditions, 
outbreak law, problems of disorder among extraversion syndromes and social isolation had the 
most impact on the variability of Internet addiction.

Conclusion: The results of this study showed that individuals with internalized and 
externalized symptoms and girls who are socially isolated tend to have more Internet and 
virtual space addiction.
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1. Introduction

dolescence is considered as the transi-
tional stage from childhood to adult-
hood, which comes with a wide range 
of changes in physical, psychologi-
cal and social dimensions (Cheng & 

Cheng, 2015). It is one of the most critical periods in life 
that is subject to various factors such as family, peers, 
school and social networks in terms of growth and per-
formance in various internal and interpersonal dimen-
sions (Balakrishnan, 2015). Facilitation in the access to 
social networks and the Internet, and the necessity of ac-
cess to the internet for managing daily routine, has led to 
the transformation of the present phenomenon into a vi-
tal part of people’s lives and has increased the number of 
the users (Dillon & Bushman, 2015). The growing com-
plications of Internet addiction have led to the disruption 
of the order, and are topical to all behavioral addictions 
(Hamidian, 2000). This disorder is an interdisciplinary 
phenomenon which covers various medical, computer, 
sociological, law, ethical and psychological sciences; dif-
ferent dimensions of each if this phenomenon has been 
studied (Moidfar, Habbibpoor, & Ganji, 2008). Despite 
all the benefits of the Internet to today’s human, this 
modern communication technology is a double-edged 
sword that has many disadvantages and problems, es-
pecially for the younger generation. Adolescents tend to 

exploit this phenomenon under the influence of various 
internal, interpersonal and even environmental factors, 
social isolation and, internalized and internalized symp-
toms are its most important factors (Kubiszewski, Fon-
taine, Potard, & Auzoult, 2015).

Externalizing problems are symptoms that are in con-
flict with other people and their expectations, and the 
extent of its harmful effects on others is more than that 
of the individual itself. The internalized symptoms cause 
more self-harm than harming others, their core being 
mood (affective) disorder (Lee, Zhou, Ly, Main, Tao, & 
Chen, 2014). Clinical studies suggest that internalizing 
symptoms have a significant impact on the use of cyber-
space and social networks in children and adolescents 
(Satoorian, Haratian, Tahmassian, & Ahmadi, 2016). 
Yoo et al. (2004), Sheldon (2008), in separate studies, 
indicated that individuals with externalized and internal-
ized symptoms are more likely to get inclined towards 
social networks and virtual communication spaces. Inter-
net addiction is much higher among this group (Griffiths, 
Kuss, & Demetrovics, 2014). 

Social isolation is one of the other factors influencing 
an adolescent’s inclination towards cyberspace and so-
cial networks (Nourian Aghdam, Almardani Some’eh, 
& Kazemi, 2016). Social isolation is the lack of an indi-
vidual’s interest in engaging in activities and social rela-
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A

Highlights 

● Internalizing and externalizing symptoms and social isolation result in teenage girls’ excessive use of the Internet 
addiction and cyberspace.

● There is a positive and significant relationship between internalized syndrome, extraversion syndrome, and social 
isolation, with the Internet addiction. 

● Based on our study results individuals with internalized and externalized symptoms and girls who are socially 
isolated tend to use more the Internet and virtual space.

Plain Language Summary 

The current study examined the effect of internalizing and externalizing symptoms and social isolation on the In-
ternet addiction and cyberspace use among Iranian teenage girls. The research design was cross-sectional. All high 
school girl students of the second grade in public schools of Tehran City during the academic year 2016-2017 were 
study population. Based on multi-stage cluster sampling, 300 girls were selected randomly. The relevant data were 
collected by Russell's loneliness scale, Young's Internet addiction test, and Achenbach’s self-report questionnaire 
and were analyzed in SPSS V. 20 using Pearson and regression tests. The results showed a positive and significant 
relationship between internalized syndrome, extraversion syndrome, and social isolation, with the Internet addic-
tion. Therefore, individuals with internalized and externalized symptoms and girls who are socially isolated tend to 
use more the Internet and virtual space.
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tionships in the real environment, and it their tendency 
to remain in seclusion and loneliness (Kuss & Griffiths, 
2017). It is one of the destructive consequences of using 
cyberspace and the most important cause of the incli-
nation towards cyberspace use. Many researches have 
emphasized its relationship with teenagers and their 
inclination towards cyberspace and social networks 
(Choupani, Karimnejhad, & Farahbakhsh, 2017). Kam-
kar, Bagheri-zadeh Moqadam, & Manouchehri (2013), 
Morahan Martin and Schumacher (2000) also pointed 
out in their research that teenagers and the young In-
ternet users were more intimately attached than those 
who did not use this tool, and the amount of social iso-
lation and the distance from the family and the family 
environment was higher than others. Research shows 
that for every hour of using the Internet at home, half an 
hour of direct communication with family members is 
reduced, and this escape into an open and networked so-
ciety leads them away from the community (Motamed-
nejad, 2002). Growing volumes of research on Internet 
addiction suggests that this disorder is a psycho-social 
disorder, characterized by tolerance, withdrawal symp-
toms, emotional disturbances, and disruption of social 
relationships (Feriis, 2002).

The aforementioned information has shown a high 
increase in adolescents’ inclination towards cyberspace 
and social networks, high increase in psychological 
and social harm caused by Internet addiction in this age 
group. This necessitates the identification of influential 
factors that attract adolescents to cyberspace, and to de-
velop preventive, educational and therapeutic programs 
in this area. A review of literature highlighted that not 
much was known about the role of internalization and 
externalization syndromes and social isolation on Inter-
net inclination and cybercrime in adolescent girls, so this 
research was aimed at removing the vacuum in this field. 
This research was conducted to define how comprehen-
sive is the role of social isolation and internalization and 
externalization symptoms in the increased inclination 
of the teenage girls towards cyberspace. The results ob-

tained, to some extent, could be effective in formulating 
and implementing the mentioned programs.

2. Methods

This study was cross-sectional. The study population 
consisted of girls from public high schools (second 
grade) of Tehran during the academic year 2016-2017. 
The sampling method used was randomized multi-
stage cluster sampling. First of all, from the 22 districts 
of Tehran, the sixth district was selected randomly; 
then, from the schools of the sixth district, five girls 
school in the second grade were randomly selected, and 
from each school, 50 students responded to the research 
questionnaires. A total of 300 students participated in 
this study. Data was collected randomly. Along with 
the ethical considerations, the inclusion criteria were a 
girl who is a high school student, age range of 15 to 
18 years, while exclusion criteria required a particular 
physical and mental condition, unwillingness in par-
ticipation in this research. Participation was with the 
individual’s consent, and all of them responded to the 
questionnaires willingly. The confidentiality of infor-
mation was assured. To this end, it was not mandatory 
to write the participant’s name; only age was enough. 
The collected data were analyzed in SPSS v.20 statis-
tical software using descriptive and inferential statis-
tics, Kolmogorov-Smirnov test for data normalization, 
Pearson’s correlation coefficient, regression analysis 
and independent t-test. The instruments used in the cur-
rent study for data collection are as following:

UCLA (University of California, Los Angeles) Loneli-
ness Scale which was compiled by Russell, Pilva, and 
Cortino (2000) containing 20 quadrants, 10 negative sen-
tences, and 10 positive sentences and the answers were 
based on 4-point Likert scale as “1=never”, “2=rarely”, 
“3=sometimes”, and “4=often”. The reliability of this test 
was reported to be 89%. Shekarkan and Mirderikvand 
(2008) translated the scale and emphasized on its reli-

Table 1. Pearson correlation coefficient between internet addiction, social isolation, internalized and externalized symptoms

Variables Internet Addiction Social Isolation Internalized Symptoms Externalized Symptoms

Internet addiction 1

Social isolation 0.54** 1

Internalized symptoms 0.53** 0.68** 1

Externalized symptoms 0.58** 0.54** 0.57** 1

** P<0.01

http://jpcp.uswr.ac.ir/index.php?&slct_pg_id=10&sid=1&slc_lang=en


268

October 2018, Volume 6, Number 4

ability and validity. The reliability of this questionnaire 
in the present study was 0.76 using Cronbach’s alpha.

Another tool is the Young's Internet Addiction Test 
(IAT) which was developed by Young in 1988 to evalu-
ate the Internet addiction of individuals. The test was 
designed in 20 items and was based on a 6-point Lik-
ert scale (0=No time, 1=rarely, 2=occasional, 3=many 
times, 4=often, 5=always) (Alavi et al., 2010). The 
scores for each person will categorize him into either 
of the below mentioned three categories: 1. Average 
user of the Internet (score 20-49); 2. User who has been 
in many difficulties (score 50-79); 3. Addicted person 
who has an excessive dependence to the Internet, and 
needs treatment (score 80-100). Young (1988) reported 
the reliability of this test to be 92% and reported that its 
reliability is a re-test. Alavi et al. (2010) reported the 
reliability of the questionnaire using Cronbach’s alpha 
to be 0.88. The reliability of this questionnaire was 0.85 
using Cronbach’s alpha.

Another surveying tool used in this study is Youth 
Self-Report (YSR) which was developed by Thomas 
M. Achenbach in 1991, and is used for people aged 11-
18 with the minimum of fifth grade educational level. 
It should be filled in 15 minutes (Habibi Asgarabad et 
al., 2009). This scale includes two sections of competen-
cies and symptoms. The symptoms section includes 112 
items such as depression/isolation, physical complaint, 
depression/anxiety, social problems, thinking problems, 
attention problems, delinquent behaviors, aggressive be-
haviors, and other behavioral problems. The correlation 

coefficient of this scale was reported to be 39.68 to 68.00 
using the Eysenck personality questionnaire. Zargar, 
Bahramabadi and Besaknejad (2012) also reported that 
the reliability of this questionnaire is 91%. The reliability 
of this questionnaire was 0.82 using Cronbach’s alpha.

3. Results 

From the 300 participants in the study, 57(19%) are in 
the age group of 15, 93(31%) are in the age group of 
16, 73(24%) are in the age group of 17, and 77(26%) of 
them are in the age group of 18. Here, the Pearson cor-
relation and regression results are given. Pearson’s corre-
lation coefficient was used to investigate the relationship 
between research variables as shown in Table 1.

The results of Pearson’s correlation coefficient showed 
that internalized symptoms, externalized symptoms and 
social isolation have a positive and significant relation-
ship with Internet addiction and cyberspace. In order to 
investigate the role of predictor variables, step by step 
regression was used.

Table 2 shows regression test results for the impact of 
social isolation, externalized syndrome, and internalized 
syndrome on Internet addiction. The correlation coeffi-
cient of the model is 0.648; in other words, there was a 
significant relationship between the components and the 
inclination towards use of Internet. The value of R2 indi-
cates that 42% of the changes in Internet addiction were 
due to the effects of social isolation variables, external-
ized symptoms, and internalized symptoms (Table 2). 

Table 2. Regression test results for the impact of social isolation, externalized syndrome, and internalized syndrome on inter-
net addiction

Model R R2 Adjusted R2 Standard Error of the Estimate

1 0.648 0.42 0.414 3.63

Table 3. Regression results to predict internet addiction based on independent variables

Sig.T
Unstandardized CoefficientsStandardized Coefficients

Model
BetaStandard ErrorB

0.0004.992.6013.04Stable

0.0082.650.1700.0450.119Internalized symptoms

0.0006.300.3530.0220.141Externalized symptoms

0.0003.750.2340.0590.220Social isolation
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The obtained F value (71.331) was significant (P<0.01), 
and showed that the variables are independent of the 
high correlation power and can explain the variation and 
variance of the dependent variable well.

In Table 3, the standardized and unstandardized coef-
ficients, the t-test and the significance level of predictive 
variables for predicting internet addiction are presented.
The results of Pearson’s correlation coefficient showed 
that there was a positive and significant correlation be-
tween the internalized symptoms and Internet addiction, 
with a correlation coefficient of 0.53. Also, all subscales 
of internalized symptoms have a positive and significant 
relationship with Internet addiction, at the level P≤0.05. 
Regression test showed that seizure syndrome, think-
ing syndrome among internalized syndromes, obsessive 
compulsive syndrome, other problems, favorable con-
ditions, outbreak law, problems of disorder among ex-
traversion syndromes and social isolation had the most 
impact on the variability of Internet addiction.

4. Discussion

The main goal of this study was to investigate the role 
of internalized and externalized symptoms and social 
isolation on the level of inclination towards the use of 
Internet and cyberspace in teenage girls. Internalized 
symptoms involve problems such as anxiety, discomfort 
in social skills, confusion, problems in which an indi-
vidual does not have the ability to deal with the external 
world, or if he or she does not have the ability to deal 
the fear that comes with it, a kind of fear that to a large 
extent leads to social avoidance and resort to the inner 
and virtual world, which would make the non-attending 
formation and continuity of communication and social 
interactions possible for her.

In fact, many people, especially with the internalized 
symptoms, under the effect of various causes and fac-
tors such as fear of entering the real community, the de-
sire for social isolation, and the lack of adequate social 
communication skills deprive themselves of the plea-
sure of entering the social world (Vatani et al., 2015). 
But because human beings have a social nature, and 
every human being tends to establish relationships with 
others in various emotional-sexual forms, this group 
provides such pleasures for themselves through social 
networks by establishing virtual and unrealistic com-
munication with familiar and unfamiliar people. They 
abstain from their true selves—the need of communica-
tion with the outside world—and drown themselves in 
the virtual and unreal world. 

The results of this study showed that internalized and 
externalized symptoms and social isolation have a sig-
nificant effect on the rate of inclination towards the use 
of the Internet and cyberspace in adolescent girls and to 
a large extent predicts this inclination. Concerning the 
internalized symptoms variable and its role in directing 
adolescent girls into cyberspace and social networks, 
the results of the research indicate that this variable sig-
nificantly and largely predicts the inclination of adoles-
cent girls to cyberspace and social networks. McGrath 
and Vanugott (2009) and Sheldon (2008) also showed 
in their study that the internalized symptoms variable, 
in a general form, has a significant and essential role in 
predicting the inclination of adolescent girls to social 
networks and increases the probability of the inclina-
tions towards networking among the group. Satoorian 
et al. (2016) reported in their research that the external-
ized symptoms, while having a devastating effect on 
the functional health of children and their relatives, also 
have a significant effect on increasing the probability of 
children and adolescent’s inclination to cyberspace and 
social networks as well.

Yoo et al. (2004) also showed that people with the 
externalized symptoms, such as hyperactivity and At-
tention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), have 
a higher inclination toward social networking and vir-
tual communication space compared to normal people. 
Internet addiction is much higher in this group. In this 
study, social isolation showed a positive and significant 
relationship with the inclination of adolescent girls to so-
cial networking, which largely predicts this inclination. 
Choupani, Karimnejhad, & Farahbakhsh (2017) report-
ed that the role of social isolation has been emphasized 
as one of the main causes of the adolescent inclination to 
cyberspace and social networks. Martin and Schumacher 
(Morahan-Martin & Schumacher, 2000) also concluded 
that teenagers enjoying social isolation use cyberspace 
and social networks more than normal teenagers. 

The second hypothesis of the study was to investigate 
the relationship between the internalized symptoms and 
all its subscales and the adolescent girls’ inclination to 
Internet and cyberspace, and the results showed there is 
a significant and positive relationship. In fact, the results 
of the data analysis showed that between the internal-
ized symptoms subscales including anxiety, depression, 
physical complaints, social problems, thought disorders, 
ADHD and the extent of the adolescent inclination to-
wards the Internet and the cyberspace there is a signifi-
cant and positive relationship. Previous researches had 
examined these subscales in their studies and have iden-
tified them as one of the most important factors in the 
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inclination towards the Internet and cyberspace. Anari et 
al. (2015), Vatani et al. (2015) each in separate studies 
explored the internalized symptoms and its components 
and declared a positive and significant relationship with 
the inclination to cyberspace.

Another research hypothesis was related to external-
ized symptoms and their components and also the rate 
of inclination towards the Internet and cyberspace. It has 
been shown in this study that there is a positive and sig-
nificant relationship between the externalized symptoms 
and all its subscales, and the rate of teenage girls’ incli-
nation towards the Internet and cyberspace. Also, the 
individual subscales of these symptoms including law-
breaking, aggression, other problems, obsessive-com-
pulsive disorder, disorder problems, and ideal condition 
were studied, and the results of the data analysis indi-
cated a significant positive relationship. Yoo et al. (2004) 
and Vatani et al. (2015) examined the internalized and 
externalized symptoms and the main factors involved 
in the inclination towards Internet and cyberspace and 
achieved similar results.

In the last research hypothesis, the relationship be-
tween social isolation and inclination to the Internet and 
cyberspace (social networking) was studied. The results 
of data analysis indicated that there is a positive and sig-
nificant relationship between variables. Nourian-aghdam 
et al. (2016) emphasized in their research that isolation 
is one of the main causes of adolescents’ inclination to-
wards virtual and social networks, and those who have 
this sign, compared to normal people, are more likely 
to have an inclination towards the Internet and cyber-
space (social networks). Kamkar et al. (2016); Rabei 
and Mohammadzade (2013) are other researchers who 
emphasized the positive and significant relationship be-
tween social isolation and the amount of inclination to-
wards the Internet and cyberspace, also indicated that the 
frequency and the amount of cyberspace use by people 
with social isolation is much higher compared to normal 
people. Everyone has a tendency towards having a social 
relationship, a desire that if not granted, would lead to a 
range of interpersonal and intrapersonal dissatisfactions. 
However, many people affected by their intrinsic imper-
fections lack the ability to establish such relationships, 
including those with social isolation.

The lack of attention to the male gender is one of the 
limitations of this research, which is suggested to be 
used in further research in order to better boys’ general-
ization. Also, based on causal inference and assessment 
of the effectiveness of different patterns and therapeutic 
approaches on internalized, transmitted, and social isola-

tion, it is recommended to conduct experimental studies 
and research on their role in reducing students’ tendency 
to use social networks.

People, especially with internalized, externalized 
symptoms and social isolation, are socially affected by 
causes and factors such as fear of entering the real com-
munity, the desire for social isolation and lack of enough 
communication and social skills due to which they de-
prive themselves of the pleasure of entering the social 
world. Because humans are inherently social beings, 
every human being tends to establish relationships with 
others in various emotional-sexual forms. This group 
by retrieving social networks provides such pleasure to 
oneself. By establishing virtual connections with people, 
both familiar and strangers, they refuse to recognize their 
true self that requires interaction with the outside world 
and drown themselves in a virtual and unreal world.
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