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Objective: The relationship between emotional symptoms and addictive behaviors is essential. 
Moreover, short and effective interventions to treat these behaviors are required. Therefore, this 
study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Emotion-Focused Group Therapy (EFGT) on 
the reduction of negative emotions and internet addiction symptoms.

Methods: This was an experimental study with a Pre-test-Post-test, and a control group design. 
The study participants included 40 students from the University of Bu-Ali-Sina in Hamedan 
City, Iran. They were selected by purposive sampling methods. The study participants were 
selected and randomly assigned to the experimental and control groups (n=20 for each group). 
The experimental group participated in 12 one-hour sessions of EFGT; however, the controls 
received no intervention. For data collection, the Internet Addiction Test (IAT) and thePositive 
and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS) were used. Data analysis was performed using SPSS-.

Results: The obtained results have suggested that EFGT reduced negative emotions and 
the internet addiction symptoms (i.e. social problems, impact on performance, the lack of 
control, pathological use, and neglecting duties) (P<0.001). It also increased positive emotions 
(P<0.001). 

Conclusion: Applying emotional strategies, as guidance in the clinical interview of internet 
addiction problems, with the use of emotional interventions, is recommended. Moreover, it 
could improve the clinical symptoms and increase the positive emotions, as a protective factor 
against the Internet addiction disorder.
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1. Introduction

ddiction is a social-global problem; 
extensive studies are annually con-
ducted on this matter around the world 
(Fisher, Reynolds, & Xandre, 2015; 
Ting-A-Kee, Heinmiller, & van der 
Kooy, 2015; Samaha & Hawi, 2016; 
Przepiorka & Blachnio, 2016). Addic-

tion, of any kind, is among the most critical causes of 
biopsychological, socio-cultural, interpersonal, and eco-
nomic issues (Alam-mehrjerdi, Noori, & Dolan, 2014; 
Stover, Hall, McMahon, & Easton, 2012). A kind of ad-
dictions, i.e. referred to as the “post-modern abuse,” is 
the Internet and computer games addiction (Goriup & 
Arnuš, 2014). The Internet, like any other technology, 
brings many benefits to the development of societies 
with itself. However, Each person may be exposed to 
various Internet-based damages. Damage caused by the 
widespread use of the Internet is the impact of this tech-
nology on the human body and mind. 

Moreover, with the ever-increasing use of this tool and 
the amount of time spent in cyberspace, users experience 
a false attachment, which is hard to disentangle from. 
Studies indicated that Internet Addiction Disorder (IAD) 
is associated with numerous physiological and psycho-
logical disorders. 

Young (1998, quoted by Murali & George, 2007) was 
the first to introduce the problematic and extreme use of 
the Internet as IAD. In his view, IAD is a broad term, 
including a wide range of behaviors and impulse control 
disorders.

Studies in the United States indicated that among Inter-
net users, young people have the highest use. La Rose, 
Lin, and Eastin (2003) stated that the pathological use 
of the Internet reduces negative emotions, stress, loneli-
ness, depression, and anxiety. Therefore, the pathologi-
cal internet use is a multidimensional disorder that in-
cludes cognitive, emotional, and behavioral symptoms; 
it also causes life management problems in the addicted 
person. Symptoms of anxiety, depression, and isolation, 
etc. are emotional issues. Emotions are internal data that 
affect the stimulus and behaviors and maybe before cog-
nition. Experimental data also suggested that emotion is 
controlled by the underlying structures of the cortex and 
can affect a range of cognitive processes, including atten-
tion bias, memory bias, judgment, and decision making. 
Emotions are a part of our everyday life; they have differ-
ent effects on individuals’ everyday life. Each of these 
emotions has a facilitating or inhibitory effect on various 
cognitive and behavioral functions. An ordinary person 
generally experiences a constant stream of moods. There 
are two types of negative and positive moods (Hashemi, 
Andalib Kouraeim, Pouresmali, & Salehi Heydarabad 
2011). Positive emotions include positive feelings, such 
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● All strategies that people learn in EFGT could increase their health and affect their biopsychosocial and increasing 
their emotion regulation.

● Unpleasant emotions like loneliness, stress and sadness can be one of the causes of Internet addiction.

● EFGT is effective in increasing mental health and social interactions and reducing isolation and depression.

Plain Language Summary 

Addiction is one of the most common problems in modern societies. One of the types of addiction is internet ad-
diction, which involves excessive use of the Internet and leads to numerous problems in one's performance. Internet 
addiction has different consequences and affects everyone's lives. Internet addiction can be a behavioral response to 
unpleasant emotions that one experiences. Therefore, an appropriate treatment to cope with this phenomenon can be 
emotion-based therapy. In this treatment, people become more familiar with the nature of their emotions and learn 
how to deal with unpleasant emotions and accept them. In this study, researchers investigated the effectiveness of 
emotion-based group therapy on reducing negative emotions and symptoms of Internet addiction. The results of this 
study showed that emotion-based therapy can effectively regulate individuals' emotions and help reduce the negative 
feeling of people with internet addiction.
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as pleasure, pride, and joy. The negative emotions in-
clude negative feelings, such as stress, anxiety, sadness, 
anger, guilt, and shame. Therefore, people experiencing 
positive emotions are the ones with outward orienta-
tion and desirous of pleasure, rewards, joy, and so on. 
Contrarily, individuals with negative emotions are more 
prone to violence, fear, and anxiety. 

Experiential processing therapy is an Emotion-Focused 
Therapy (EFT); it relates to the activation and reorgani-
zation of the emotional schema (Greenberg, 2017). The 
experiential processing therapy or the EFT combined 
with the humanistic-existential approach and strategies 
in cognitive doctrines brings together two conflicting 
views of empiricism and pragmatism; these are also 
based on the fact that “everything is in constant motion.”

(Greenberg, 2017) described the emotional schema as 
an “internal organization and response that combines 
different information levels, including sensory-motor 
stimuli, emotional memory, and perceptual information 
all together.” Unlike cognitive schematics, the emotional 
schema is a structure with non-verbal components and 
emotional experiences and reflects the combination of 
biology and experience in an individual. This approach 
assumes that helping clients to modify how they use 
their emotions to access it in purely empathic care and 
communicational manner can alter their emotional sche-
ma, i.e. subjected to problematic psychological functions 
(Akbari, 2015).

In Iran, studies on EFT have been strongly related to 
couples and couple therapies (Amani & Mahdavi, 2013; 
Rajabi et al., 2015). However, some international studies 
were conducted on other samples (e.g. students), which 
mainly focused on reducing test anxiety and social anxi-
ety (Akbari, 2015). The primary purpose of such inter-
ventions is to reduce negative emotions and increase 
positive ones. Furthermore, there is a direct relationship 
between emotional symptoms (positive and negative 
emotions) and IAD. Therefore, interventions focusing 
on emotions could increase positive emotions and re-
duce negative emotions; consequently, the severity of 
addiction to the Internet could be decreased.

The number of people with Internet addiction symp-
toms, addiction to the virtual world, as well as various 
Internet games, are growing. Thus, the present study in-
vestigated the effectiveness of Emotion-Focused Group 
Therapy (EFGT) on reducing negative emotions and the 
Internet addiction symptom and increasing emotional 
excitement in individuals with this disorder.

2. Methods

This was an experimental study with a Pre-test-Post-test 
and a control group design. The study population com-
prised all students at Bu-Ali-Sina University in Hamed-
an City, Iran with the symptoms of inclination towards 
the Internet and cyberspace. Moreover, 40 of them were 
selected by purposive sampling methods. In the first in-
stance, the Internet Addiction Test (IAT) by Kimberly 
Young was distributed among 100 students. The students 
with scores ranging from 80 to 100 were considered as the 
study samples. They were then randomly divided into two 
experimental and control groups (n=20 for each group).

Additionally, 16 of 20 participants completed 12 weeks 
of EFGT. Intervention sessions were conducted by a 
trained and supervised Professor of Clinical Psychology. 
The study participants completed questionnaires at the 
beginning of the intervention, and a week after the end 
of it. Inclusion criteria were being university students, 
aged ˃18 years, not having severe psychiatric disorders, 
such as schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, and so on and 
having Internet addiction symptoms. The exclusion cri-
teria included unwillingness to participate in the study,. 
GERT is a 12-session intervention. In general, it consists 
of recognizing and introducing basic emotions in the 
group, familiarity with the primary and secondary objec-
tives and tools, describing the experience and experience 
cycle, explaining the role of the language in expressing 
or reflecting emotion, and introducing a memorable evo-
lutionary technique or visual experience, working with 
traumas, the emotional guidance of individuals on here 
and now, meeting the remaining feelings of emotion 
and calling them through other expressive techniques, 
strengthening algebraic and mental processes, prevent-
ing cognitive narratives, helping semantics, and discov-
ering the agency’s power in a new emotional experience. 

Questionniares

Internet Addiction Test (IAT) is among the most au-
thoritative tests for online addiction assessment, devel-
oped by Kimberly Young. This questionnaire has 20 
questions and measures the severity of addiction to the 
Internet. This is a self-administered questionnaire and is 
based on the 6-point Likert-type scale 1. Strongly dis-
agree; 2. Disagree; 3. Somewhat disagree; 4. Somewhat 
agree; 5. Agree; 6. Strongly agree (Alavi 2009). The 
scores obtained by each person will categorize them into 
three groups, as follows: 1. An ordinary Internet user; 2. 
A user who has faced problems using too much internet; 
3. An Internet addict whom excessive use of internet has 
made him/her dependent on it and requires treatment. 
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Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS) is 
20-item instrument assesses both aspects of the mood, 
the positive and negative emotions. Each subscale has 
10 items. Items are ranked on a 5-point scale. This is 
a self-measurement instrument; by changing its instruc-
tions, we can use it to measure the emotional state and 
adjective aspects. This scale has favorable psychomet-
ric indices. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for posi-
tive emotion ranges from 0.86 to 0.90 and for negative 
emotion, it ranges from 0.84 to 0.87. Its coefficient of an 
8-week retest in a different time frame for positive emo-
tion ranged from 0.47 to 0.68. Moreover, for the negative 
emotion, the same value was reported to be from 0.39 
to 0.71. 

The implementation of the research and the sampling 
initiated after obtaining approval from the University of 
Bu-Ali-Sina in Hamedan. To collect the required data, 
the researcher called for interested students to participate 
in the first stage of research. After reviewing the initial 
results, those with a higher score in the Internet addiction 
test were requested to attend the following sessions, if 
desired. The study participants were then randomly di-
vided into the experimental and control groups. 

The experimental group participated in 12 consecutive 
2-hour treatment sessions of EFGT. Both groups com-
pleted the questionnaires at the beginning of the inter-
vention and a week after the end of the treatment ses-
sions. To observe research ethics, at the beginning of the 
research, while providing an adequate explanation to the 
participants, they were informed about the importance 
of the research, the study methodology, the duration 
of the interventions, the evaluation approach, and the 

confidentiality of the achieved information. They were 
also allowed to withdraw from the research at any stage. 
Considering the research design, to analyze the obtained 
data, descriptive statistics, Independent Samples t-test, 
and Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA) were used. All 
analyses were performed using SPSS.

3. Results  

The mean age of the experimental and control groups 
was 22.20 years (age range: 18-29 years) and 21.95 
years (age range: 18-29 years), respectively. To examine 
the groups’ homogeneity for age, Independent Samples 
t-test was used. The Independent Samples t-test results 
revealed no significant difference between the age of the 
two groups (t=0.244, P=0.808); thus, the two study groups 
were similar in age. The students’ educational level was 
divided into three groups; associate, undergraduate, and 
postgraduate students. Comparing educational status in 
the two study groups using a Chi-squared test suggested 
no significant differences between the two groups regard-
ing the educational level (χ2=0.928/0, P≤150).

The statistical tests were performed for each group in 
two stages; before and after applying an independent 
variable. Descriptive statistics regarding the Pre-test-
Post-test scores of the dependent variables in the experi-
mental and control group are presented in Table 1.

The mean post-test scores of internet addiction com-
ponents decreased, compared to the Pre-test ones. How-
ever, there was no significant difference in the control 
group in this regard. The mean Post-test scores of posi-
tive and negative emotions have also decreased com-

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of Internet addiction in the experimental and control groups

Variable

Mean±SD

Experimental Group Control Group

Pre-test Post-test Pre-test Post-test

Social problems 30.20±4.02 25.70±6.03 31.00± 2.60 30.40± 5.21

Impact on performance 19.40±4.38 18.73±2.64 20.40± 3.30 20.80± 1.56

The lack of control 28.65±2.56 26.75±3.64 28.90± 2.02 28.90± 1.97

Pathological use 10.70±1.87 7.45±3.63 10.85± 1.53 10.80± 1.28

Neglecting duties 11.7±02.52 9.65±3.50 12.20± 2.95 12.20± 2.59

Negative emotion 30.80±1.61 28.35±3.41 30.65± 1.42 30.60± 1.35

Positive emotion 20.80±5.43 22.30±3.54 26.35± 1.93 26.15± 2.06
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pared to the Pre-test values. To evaluate the effectiveness 
of therapy on Internet addiction and positive and nega-
tive emotion concerning the existence of a two-level in-
dependent variable (experimental and control groups), 
continuous dependent variables (the post-test scores of 
Internet addiction components and excitement), as well 
as confounding variables (the pre-test scores of Internet 
addiction and excitement components) were used for 
Multivariate Analysis of Covariance (MANCOVA). The 
relevant results are listed in Table 2.

The significance levels of all tests indicated a signifi-
cant difference between the experimental and control 
groups at least in one of the dependent variables. The 
results of the effective factors on the difference between 
the study subjects are reported in Table 3.

As per Table 3, there was a significant difference be-
tween the mean values of social problems (F=8.27, P 
0.007), impact on the performance (F=10.32, P=0.001), 
the lack of control (17.53%; F=0.000, P=0.001), patho-
logical use (F=14.76, P=0.001), and neglecting duties 
(F=11.30, P=0.001) in the experimental and control 
groups. In general, EFGT has significantly reduced the 
score of social problems, impact on performance, the 
lack of control, pathological use, and neglecting duties. 

Additionally, there was a significant difference between 
the experimental and control groups in the mean scores 
of positive emotion (F=14.56, P=0.014) and negative 
emotions (F=14.26, P=0.001).

4. Discussion

This study investigated the effects of EFGT on the 
reduction of negative emotions and Internet addiction 
symptoms. The obtained results suggested a significant 
difference between the experimental and control groups 
in the mean values of the components of Internet addic-
tion (social problems, impact on performance, the lack of 
control, abuse and neglect of duties). Generally, EFGT 
has reduced Post-test scores of social problems, impact 
on the performance, the lack of control, pathological use, 
and neglecting duties. These results were consistent with 
those of Sepehri (2014), Fallahzadeh, Sanei and Farzad 
(2012), Javidi et al. (2014), Paivio et al. (2010), Acarturk 
et al., (2009).

Studies examining the EFT on Internet addiction are 
scarce. However, in research studies, there are various 
dimensions of emotion-based education for a wide range 
of psychiatric disorders that can be associated with Inter-
net addiction. In this regard, Marhamati et al., (2007) has 

Table 2. ANCOVA results of Internet addiction symptoms in the study groups

Value F df Error df Sig.

Pillai’s Trace 0.429 4.364 5 29 0.001

Wilks Lambda 0.571 4.364 5 29 0.001

Hoteling’s Trace 0.752 4.364 5 29 0.001

Roy’s Largest Root 0.752 4.364 5 29 0.001

Table 3. ANCOVA results of negative and positive emotions and Internet addiction in the study groups

Dependent Variable Sum of 
Squares df Mean 

Squares F Level of
 Sig. Effectiveness

Social problems 184.155 1 184.155 8.276 0.007 0.201

Impact on performance 28.521 1 28.521 10.323 0.003 0.238

The lack of control 34.546 1 34.546 17.537 0.000 0.347

Pathological use 86.491 1 86.491 14.764 0.001 0.309

Neglecting duties 40.664 1 40.664 11.301 0.002 0.255

Positive emotion 56.418 1 56.418 6.680 0.014 0.157

Negative emotion 84.429 1 84.429 14.262 0.001 0.284
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argued that EFT improves the mental health of female 
students.

Garnefski and Kraaij (2006) also believed that any 
emotional problem and the lack of adjustment could 
cause mental issues, like depression and anxiety. They 
believed that individuals’ mental health results from 
the interaction between emotion-based strategies and a 
proper assessment of the stressful situation. Thus, EFGT 
is effective in increasing mental health and social inter-
actions and reducing isolation and depression. Applying 
EFT to improve relationships can reduce Internet addic-
tion. Evidence suggests that Internet addiction is caused 
by a lack of positive relationships with others. In other 
words, people with Internet addiction enter a cycle that 
can only improve their communication needs through 
the Internet. Numerous studies highlighted that emotion-
focused education could improve the relationship with 
others and can develop social interactions. Therefore, the 
action mechanisms in the EFGT on Internet addiction 
occur through the same improvement in relationships‏.

Furthermore, all strategies people learn in EFGT could 
increase their health and affect their biopsychosocial and 
behavioral aspects, increasing their emotion regulation. 
These educations include strategies that make individu-
als more dynamic and prevent them from being inactive 
and surrendered to problems and dissatisfactions.  

As a result, to reduce the negative feedbacks and to 
comfort themselves, they seek their interactive needs on 
the Internet and use it pathologically. According to Ci-
arrochi, Quartly-Scott (2001), positive and negative life 
events occur; thus, adjusting and managing emotions 
could control the social and communicative needs.More-
over, it would affect coping with them concerning a be-
havior without impulsivity. In addition, emotion regula-
tion would cause less mental cost when facing a negative 
life event. Besides, in the face of positive events, more 
advantages will be taken. This enables the individual to 
act more effectively in interaction with their environ-
ment using emotional regulation; this is what Internet 
addicts are deprived from. They often negatively interact 
with the social environment.

Furthermore, the obtained results indicated a significant 
difference in the mean values of positive and negative 
emotions between the study groups. Generally, based 
on these findings, it can be said that emotion-focused 
group therapy has decreased negative emotions and in-
creased emotions in the post-test. These results are con-
sistent with those of Sepehri (2014), Fallahzadeh, Sanei 
& Farzad (2012) The results of Akbari (2015), Amani 

and Maghzubi (2013); Javidi et al. (2014); Actertok, et 
al. (2009); Paivio et al. (2010), Paivio and Nieuwenhuis 
(2001).

The literature on emotion-based therapy reflects that 
this method has been used in numerous ways concerning 
communicational and emotional problems. In addition, 
EFT is effective in emotional adaptability. As a result, 
the nature of emotion-focused strategies helps individu-
als with their interpersonal interactions. In emotional-
focused strategies, individuals seek direct guidance for 
their spontaneous emotions. Accordingly, emotion is 
considered as valued (negative and negative) reactions 
of individuals towards events concerning their constant 
stress. In this sense, emotion consists of several com-
ponents, including specific thoughts and feelings in 
response to behavioral and physiological reactions. In-
evitably, there is a relationship between educating emo-
tion-focused strategies and its related structures, such 
as mood regulation, anger management, and managing 
relationships. Emotion-based therapy is comprehensive 
and involves the regulation of specific emotions, such 
as anger, fear, moods, and all sorts of affective reactions. 
Therefore, in social relationships, emotional-focused ed-
ucation can cover various dimensions and significantly 
impact relationships.

Many of the early behaviors of individuals that might 
lead to conflicts and incompatibilities might be caused 
by emotional reactions (i.e. initial emotional reactions). 
The initial emotional response relates to a rapid reaction 
without the individual’s experience of emotional events. 
The secondary response relates to the individual’s abil-
ity to overcome the initial emotional response.This 
could explain how emotion-focused education increases 
positive emotion and reduces negative emotions. The 
initial emotional response of individuals indicates their 
uncontrolled and rapid emotional response. The initial 
reaction will be successful with the second emotional 
response,i.e. caused by the response to emotional-based 
therapy. Transmission from the primary to secondary re-
sponse can improve many immature behaviors caused 
by the initial response. This process could also increase 
positive emotions and reduce negative ones.

Therefore, emotion-focused education could provide 
a person with emotional self-regulation. When people 
can control, regulate, and manage their emotions, they 
can compare their current emotional state with the de-
sired one; accordingly, they could adopt appropriate 
steps toward the desired emotional state. This reduces 
the emotional damage and consequently reduces Internet 
addiction symptoms, as psychological damage. Besides, 
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EFGT can be used as an effective way in the treatment 
and prevention of the Internet and cyberspace addiction 
symptoms.

The present study had some limitations that should be 
considered in future studies. One such limitation was the 
use of questionnaires only to collect data. This may af-
fect the contributions of the participant, or individuals 
may not answer some of the questions correctly to pro-
vide a better picture of themselves. Another limitation 
was the lack of assessment in the follow-up phase. Thus, 
the definitive opinion on the long-term impact of treat-
ment cannot be ruled out.

5. Conclusion

EFGT effectively reduced negative emotions and Inter-
net addiction symptoms; thus, it can be used as an effec-
tive approach in this field. ‏ To make it more functional 
and to reduce costs, this approach can also be used in 
a group. It is recommended that educational packages 
be produced and made available for use by families, 
students, therapy centers, etc. based on this approach. 
Finally, consultants and therapists are recommended to 
take guidance from emotional strategies when identify-
ing the problems associated with Internet addiction. This 
could increase the effectiveness of their treatment and 
provide effective strategies to the clients by identifying 
their ineffective strategies.
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