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ABSTRACT
Article info: . Introduction: The extent of internet use broadly influences the different aspects of life. Also, the
Received: 20 Sep 2017 cognitive, emotional, and environmental factors affect the internet dependency.
Accepted: 15 Mar 2018 Objectives: Severe internet dependency creates a disorder, therefore, this study aimed to
Available Online: 01 May 2018 : investigate the relationship between social support and internet addiction in nursing students,

considering the mediating role of alexithymia.

Materials and Methods: It was a descriptive-correlational study based on structural equation
modeling and specific regression equation. A total number of 361 nursing students (178 females
and 183 males) were selected with the random sampling method, in Gorgan City, Iran, from
October to November 2018. The participants filled the Zimet et al. (1988) social support scale,
the Toronto Alexithymia Scale, and the Young (1996) internet addiction scale. Then, the collected
data were analyzed with the regression structural equation modeling, in SPSS-18 and Amos-23
software programs.

Results: The regression equations showed a direct effect of social support on internet addiction
and an indirect effect of social support on internet addiction with the mediation of alexithymia (P
< 0.01). Moreover, alexithymia positively affects internet addiction (P < 0.01), and social support
negatively affects alexithymia (P < 0.01).

Conclusion: The study model predicts 33% of internet addiction variance. This research highlights

Keywords: : the important effect of social support on internet addiction, which is mediated by alexithymia,
Internet addiction, Social : in students. These results provide advisers and trainers with applicable methods to improve the
support, Alexithymia : psychological states of students.
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1. Introduction

nternet addiction is seen as a problem in many

communities and cultures [1]. Since this issue

has become widespread, many researchers and

experts have tended to study its causes, conse-

quences, and side effects [2]. The increasing use
of the internet and its harmful side effects led to the def-
inition of internet addiction, which is the most eminent
among all the behavioral addictions [3, 4]. Moreover,
younger people usually notice the entertaining function
of the internet; this further segregates virtual and real
environments. However, high social support from family
members decreases internet addiction, also, the impact
of family is more prominent in early adolescence [5].

Therefore, higher family support may delay the start of
addiction. Also, internet-addicted people receive lower
social support and suffer from multiple social depriva-
tion, compared with the normal people [6]. Studies
have shown that people with internet addiction receive
lower social support, compared with the normal people
[2, 7, 8]. Most of the studies have proved the indicative
effect of perceived social support on internet addiction
[7]. Affective relationships decrease throughout conflict-
ing social support challenges; neglecting the affective
issues leads to a growing attachment and tendency to
use the internet, in individuals [9].

Alexithymia is considered as another factor that af-
fects the internet addiction, and is associated with a
wide range of cognitive problems, such as stress disor-
ders and depression. It is viewed as a deficit in cogni-
tive-emotional functioning that prevents individuals to
convey their emotional experiences and images that
symbolize and represent the emotions [10]. Alexithymia
is a multifaceted structure determined by the difficulty
in identifying feelings, differentiating between emo-
tions and physical sensations, describing feelings for
others, and the limited power of imagination [11].

Spensieri et al. [12] discovered that individuals with
alexithymia exaggerate normal physical arousal and mis-
interpret the physical signs of emotional arousal. In so-
cial relationships, people with alexithymia have difficulty
in the actual identification of emotions, which causes
them to adapt avoidance behaviors [13]. They have a
higher level of readiness for addiction [14]. Moreover,
internet addiction is significantly associated with low
self-respect and social relationships [15]. On the other
hand, social support is related to alexithymia [16].
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Several studies have investigated the relationship be-
tween social support and internet addiction; the results
show a negative relationship between social support
and internet addiction [5, 7, 17]. Also, Wu et al. found a
negative relationship between social support and addic-
tion to Facebook [5]. Schimmente et al. investigated the
relationship between alexithymia and internet addiction
and showed a positive correlation between these two
variables [10]. Bolat et al. [16] and Guo et al. [14] also
found a negative correlation between social support
relationships and alexithymia. Considering the above-
mentioned findings, the present study aimed to find an
exact answer to whether social support influences inter-
net addiction through the alexithymia as a mediator.

Internet addiction is a new malady and a starting point
for many researchers. Internet overuse affects individu-
als’ daily activities and causes several mind and family
problems in adolescents. Internet addiction is considered
as a mental trauma, furthermore, as an epidemic and
acute phenomenon, it is accompanied by serious famil-
ial, financial, and physical traumas. An immoderate use
of the internet will change the study habits of students
and influence their economy and job status after the
education period. Therefore, the present study aimed
to present a constructive model regarding the mediating
role of alexithymia in the relationship between social
support and internet addiction, in nursing students.

2. Materials and Methods
Study design and participants

The present study was a correlational research with
structural equation modeling. The study population
consisted of all the nursing students of Gorgan City, Iran,
from October to November 2018. The study population
included 348 females and 186 male students. In this
study, the sample size of 361 was estimated, based on
the Cochran’s formula. Also, the study sample was col-
lected through the stratified random sampling method
(based on gender, 49% female and 51% male).

The inclusion criteria were being a nursing student in
Gorgan City, during the 2018 academic year; being phys-
ically and mentally able to participate in the study; and
giving the informed consent. Besides, the exclusion cri-
teria included unwillingness to complete questionnaires
or withdrawing from the study for any reason.

The relevant data were collected with the Multidimen-
sional Scale of Perceived Social Support designed by Zi-
met et al. [18], the Toronto Alexithymia Scale designed
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by Bagbee et al. (1994), and the internet addiction scale
designed by Young (1996). Before the research, all par-
ticipants were informed about the study purposes, and
they also gave informed consent. In this research, the
obtained data were analyzed with structural equation
modeling in SPSS v. 18 and Amos-23.

Measures
Multidimensional scale of perceived social support

The Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Sup-
port was developed by Zimet et al., in 1988 [18]. This
scale comprises 12 items answered on a five-point Lik-
ert scale (completely disagree, disagree, no idea, agree,
totally agree), which is scored from 1 to 5. The reliability
of this questionnaire was confirmed by its developers.
The Cronbach’s alpha of 0.88 has been reported for the
validity of the total scale score. In Iran, the validity and
reliability of the total scale score have been calculated
as 0.88 and 0.96, respectively [19]. In the present study,
the reliability of the total scale score was obtained as
0.76, based on Cronbach’s alpha.

Toronto Alexithymia scale

The Toronto Alexithymia Scale has been designed by
Bagbee et al., in 1994. This scale includes 20 items an-
swered on a five-point Likert scale (completely disagree,
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disagree, no idea, agree, completely agree), which is
scored from 1 to 5. The reliability of the alexithymia
scale was confirmed by its developers. Bagbee et al.
(1994) reported the Cronbachs’ alpha coefficient of 0.87
for this scale. In Iran, Besharat [20] has measured the
validity of the scale using Cronbach’s alpha that was cal-
culated as 0.85 for the total scale. In the present study,
the reliability of the total scale score was obtained as
0.78, using Cronbach’s alpha.

Young internet addiction scale

This scale has been designed by Young with 20 items.
The validity of the questionnaire was confirmed by its
developer. Young reported the reliability coefficient of
0.81 for the scale using Cronbach’s alpha [21]. Also, the
reliability coefficient is calculated as 0.62 by Alavi et al.
[22]. In the present study, the reliability coefficient of
0.74 was obtained using Cronbach’s alpha for the total
scale score.

3. Results

According to Table 1, social support is negatively cor-
related with the subscales of internet addiction, among
the students. Also, there is a positive correlation be-
tween the subscales of alexithymia and internet addic-
tion at the significance level of 0.01.

Table 1. Pearson Correlation Matrix and the Statistics of the Study Variables

Variable MeantSD 1 2 3
Social support 42.6116.96 1
Alexitimya 57.80+8.52 **22.-0 1
Internet addiction 71.36%7.04 **25.0- **31.0- 1
AINPP

Table 2. Goodness-of-Fit Indices of the Analyzed Model With Three Phases of Correction

Test Description Acceptable Values Obtained Value
x*/df Relative chi-square >3 2211
RMSEA Root mean square error approximation >0.01 0.039
GFI Adjusted goodness of fit <0.9 0.998
NFI Normal fit index <0.9 0.990
CFI Comparison fit index <0.9 0.987
DF - - 72
AINPP
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Table 3. Direct Estimation of the Model by Maximum Likelihood Method

Variable B R2
Social support on internet addiction -0.19 0.11
Alexithymia on internet addiction 0.29 0.18
AINPP
Table 4. Indirect Estimation of the Model by Maximum Bootstrap Method
Variable B P
Social support on internet addiction with alexithymia as a mediator 0.33 0.000
AINPP

Table 2 shows that the RMSEA value (0.039) is smaller
than 0.1, thus, the mean errors of the model are appro-
priate, and the model is acceptable. Also, the ratio of
chi-square value to the degree of freedom (2.211) is be-
tween 1 and 3. Moreover, the indices of GFI, CFl, and NFI
are roughly equal to or larger than 0.9, which shows the
fitness of the measurement model of the study variables.

According to Table 3 and Figure 1, social support
and alexithymia significantly affect internet addiction
through direct paths.

Table 4 represents that social support affects internet
addiction through the mediation of alexithymia; the
standardized value (B) was confirmed with maximum
bootstrap estimation method.

4, Discussion

The present study aimed to find a model of the rela-
tionships between internet addiction and social sup-
port, considering the alexithymia as a mediator. The
hypothetical study model was confirmed. According to
this model, the exogenous variable predicts 33% of the
internet addiction variance.

Social support

The observed relationship between social support
and internet addiction is also confirmed by Beirami et
al. [17]. They showed a relationship between perceived
social support, affective social loneliness, and internet
addiction, in student society. Also, internet addiction
is associated with adolescents’ conflicts with parents,
multi-faceted perceived social support, and happiness
[23]. Perceived social support has a significant negative
relationship with internet addiction [24, 25]. Isik and
Ergiin [8] highlighted the relationship between internet
addiction and perceived family support, in Turkish sec-
ondary school students. Research has also investigated
the role of identity styles, emotional autonomy, attach-
ment, family environment, and well-being in internet ad-
diction [23].

Social support is defined as the extent to which peo-
ple access to kindness, companionship, and care from
family members, friends, and others. Social support has
been considered as both social reality and the result of
a person’s cognition. Real support referred to the type
and frequency of the supportive interactions used by
individuals in social relations to receive tutorial, affec-
tive, and instrumental assistance. People use support-
ive resources to meet their needs, based on their social
relationships and the kind of bonds they have, ie, the

-0.19

Internet addiction

-0.16

Alexithymia

0.21

Figure 1. Final Tested Model With Standardized Path Coefficients

AINPP
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wider the social relationships, the higher the access to
supportive resources. Furthermore, the social support
resources decrease the number of negative effects in
life and protect against the stressors of social life [26].

The social asset or support from neighbors, friends,
and relatives encompasses three aspects of instrumen-
tal or concrete, tutorial, and affective assistance. Instru-
mental or concrete support stands for the existence of
physical support. In this type of support, people receive
help from those who are intimate or close to them.
Tutorial support includes assistance to understand a
problem or an issue. This type of support stands for the
information that a person can use in private and envi-
ronmental issues. Affective support is defined as having
people to whom the individual can refer for sympathy
and assurance. People who enjoy the affective resourc-
es typically feel they have others to whom they can refer
when they face problems.

Gaining social support is considered as one of the ma-
jor incentives in cyberspace and internet addiction. Al-
though individuals view this kind of support as useful
and efficient, it will not exert any positive effect. Yet, it
has been assumed that social support is obtained soon-
er, simpler, and with fewer responsibilities, in internet
relationships. Normal identity, as the first priority, and
perceived support from parents, family, and important
people predict people’s addictive behavior [27, 28].
Thus, emotion and emotion regulation have been al-
ways posed in addiction [29].

Addiction has been mentioned as a mechanism to
regulate emotions [30]. Cognitive emotion regulation
strategies are among the most important determinants
of people reactions to their private emotions. The in-
creased use of maladaptive strategies is associated with
pathological growth and disorders permanence [31].
According to Sigian, Kai, and Wen [32], those who have
poorly learned the emotion regulation strategies may
be more prone to use dangerous behaviors to relieve
negative emotions [33]. According to physiological psy-
chologists [34, 35], two biological factors underpin ad-
diction: 1. The limbic system that forms a reward circuit
and has a relationship with affection and arousal; 2.
The prefrontal circuit that is responsible for preventive
behaviors related to thinking, searching for substances,
etc. The prefrontal circuit also prevents the individuals’
behavior in positive and negative urgent situations, and
regulate their emotions.

Finally, various models and hypotheses indicating en-
vironmental, social, and biological factors have been
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presented in the addiction literature. Khantzian self-
medication theory is one of the hypotheses viewing the
subject from the psychiatric aspect [36]. Presenting this
theory, Khantzian has neglected the biological, cultural,
and social facets of drug addiction, however, he per-
ceives it as assistance to other hypotheses. Khantzian
[36] mentions that as addicted people characterize neg-
ative emotions and unrest as irritating and unbearable,
they cannot control their emotional feelings without us-
ing drugs. They take the advantage of the physiological
and psychiatric properties of the drugs to reach mood
stability. Based on this hypothesis, addiction acts as an
instrument to adjust disturbing affections. Besides, this
hypothesis is based on this assumption that most of the
people choose addiction because of a lack of proper
support and mood regulation disruption.

It is suggested to consider the teachers’ influential
roles in increasing students’ emotional and cognitive lev-
els, acquiring thought independence, identification, and
attitude in the education system. In this regard, teachers
play a determining role in students’ well-being, because
they can directly communicate with students and signifi-
cantly influence students’ thoughts, during the critical
years of life. Thus, the appropriate relationship methods
play an important role in students’ lives, because they
seek independence within their adolescence period,
and are in an unstable emotional conditions. It is recom-
mended to families and universities to adopt social and
behavioral expectations under the students’ conditions
so that they can successfully pass this stage of life.

The present results are limited to the nursing students
of Gorgan City, in 2018. Also, self-report tools and the
cross-sectional method have been used in this research.
Another limitation of this research is the lack of a causal
relationship between the endogenous (internet addiction)
and exogenous (social support and alexithymia) variables.

5. Conclusions

This study highlights the important effect of social sup-
port on internet addiction, which is mediated by alexi-
thymia, in students. These results provide advisers and
trainers with applicable methods to improve the psy-
chological states of students.
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