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Is internet addiction a mental disorder? A review of
empirical and conceptual studies

Shao-Ling Hsu Hsiang-Ju Shih

Education institution & counseling center, Department of educational psychology and
National Chiao Tung University counseling

National Hsinchu University of Education

This paper aimed to sort out how researchers’ view of the internet addiction phenomenon evolved by providing an integrated
review of the related empirical and conceptual studies. We found there was a transition from a pathological disease
perspective to a non-pathological adaptation perspective. On the one hand, the view point about internet addition’s essence
of disease was moving from substance abuse to the impulsive control disorder which is supported by majority of researches;
on the other hand, due to the researches on comorbidity, whether internet addiction is a solitary disorder or not needs to be
further examined. Besides, other non-pathological assumptions were discussed in this paper. “Problematic internet use” is
becoming the popular term as multidimensional and continuum spectrum perspectives toward IAD were sprouted in related
references. Therefore, we recommend that future researchers exam the internet addiction phenomenon with broader
perspectives taking into account the users and using conditions to figure out its various appearances and characteristics. For
clinical practice, we recommend counselors to understand clients with an open mind and to explore their meaning of internet

use at the inner psychological level.

KEY WORDS: compulsive internet use, internet addiction, mental disorder, problematic
internet use, psychic retreat
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