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ABSTRACT

Problematic Internet Use (PIU) and Substance Use Disorder (SUD) interact in complex ways
that influence the current mental health landscape. Concurrently, the advent of the digital era
has presented new difficulties, one of which is the emergence of problematic internet use as a
significant issue that negatively impacts mental health. The increasing popularity of internet
use has led to an increasing number of reports highlighting the potential negative consequences
of overuse, such as substance use. Thus, the study aimed to synthesise literature on problematic
internet use and substance use disorder, including the way in which they affect men, given that
prior research has predominantly focused on women. The methods employed follow the
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses Extension for Scoping
Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) which is largely based on a PRISMA statement and checklist, the JBI
methodological guidance, and other approaches for undertaking scoping reviews. A total of 16
studies were eligible for final review, and the themes identified from the reviewed studies were
obtained using Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis. An analysis of the articles showed a large
focus on gender differences in addiction patterns, vulnerability to problematic internet use
across age groups, associations between substance use and behavioural addictions, problematic
internet use and mental health disorders, the psychological consequences of problematic
internet use and substance use disorders, and the various risk factors associated with the
development of problematic internet use and substance use disorder. A clear understanding and
conceptualisation of this behavioural addiction is vital, including the development and
utilisation of appropriate and validated diagnostic and screening tools to measure its presence
and, in turn, address it as an emerging mental health disorder. Focus should be given to the
assessment of problematic internet use by distinguishing the two different forms, namely the
generalised and specific forms of problematic internet use. Additionally, given that there were
very few to no qualitative studies conducted on the topic of problematic internet use, much less
addressing the possible association with substance use disorder, an assessment of the
individual’s experience, especially that of men, is lacking. Future research could therefore aim
to incorporate more qualitative studies to address the above. Further research is also needed to
clarify the nature of the relationship between problematic internet use and substance use
disorder for the purpose of establishing possible causality, including the neurobiological

substrates involved.
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DEFINITION OF CONCEPTS

Addiction: Addiction, as defined by the DSM-5, involves impaired control, large-scale
intake, failure to reduce, avoidance of activities, risky use, tolerance, and withdrawal
(5th ed., DSM-5, American Psychiatric Association, 2013).

Problematic Internet Use (PIU): Different scholars have defined PIU as the use of
the Internet that creates psychological, social, school, and or work difficulties in a
person’s life (Beard & Wolf, 2001), a use of the Internet that leads to various difficulties
(Kozybska et al., 2023), and an inability to control one’s use of the Internet that leads
to negative consequences in daily life (Spada, 2014). For this study, the terms Internet
Addiction (IA) and problematic internet use are used interchangeably due to the
variance in terminology within the literature (Young & De Abreu, 2010).

Substance Use Disorder (SUD): According to the DSM-5, a substance use disorder
(SUD) is a diagnostic term used to describe a problematic pattern of substance use that
leads to significant impairment or distress. The term substance use disorder is used to
describe the wide range of the disorder, from a mild form to a more severe state. The
substance related disorders section of the DSM-5 encompass ten separate classes of
drugs (alcohol, caffeine, cannabis, hallucinogens, inhalants, opioids, sedatives,
hypnotics or anxiolytics, stimulants, tobacco and other/unknown substances), allowing
for the diagnosis of a substance use disorder to be applied to either one of the classes
except for caffeine. It encompasses a range of symptoms, including cravings, tolerance,
withdrawal, and an inability to control or cut down on substance use which can lead to
clinically significant impairment or distress occurring within a 12-month period (5th

ed., DSM-5, American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

1.1.Introduction

This chapter contextualises this scoping review by focusing on problematic internet use
(PIU) and substance use disorders (SUD) in men. It establishes an important foundation for
understanding the prevalence and historical context of problematic internet use and substance
use disorders. In addition, this chapter presents the aim, objectives, problem statement, and

rationale for this scoping review. The outline of the thesis is presented in closing.

1.2.Background of the Study

Young’s (1998) study, “Internet Addiction: The Emergence of a New Clinical Disorder,”
explored the potential of the internet as an addictive disorder. She found that online users are
becoming addicted to the internet, similar to those who use alcohol and drugs, with withdrawal
symptoms and a loss of control. In addition, her study showed that Internet Addiction (IA) is a
problematic behaviour leading to negative consequences such as social isolation, academic
decline, and impaired relationships. Pathological gaming was considered a form of mental
disorder in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders most alike to the
pathological nature of internet use. (4th ed., DSM-IV, American Psychiatric Association,
1994). As a result, Young (1998) used pathological gambling to define addictive internet use
as an impulse-control problem unrelated to substance use. Further developing a brief eight-
item questionnaire known as a Diagnostic Questionnaire (DQ), which modified criteria for
pathological gambling to provide a screening tool for the classification of participants with
internet addiction (Young, 1998). Internet Gaming Disorder (IGD) was previously not
officially diagnosed but has recently been added to the International Classification of Diseases
(ICD-11) (Deutrom et al., 2022). Research has added to the body of knowledge surrounding
this phenomenon, as evidenced by IGD being recognised as an official diagnosis under the
ICD-11, emphasising the seriousness of the problem and the need for further investigation
(Deutrom et al., 2022; 5th ed., DSM-5, American Psychiatric Association, 2023) . Furthermore,
although it’s acknowledged in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (5th
ed., DSM-5, American Psychiatric Association, 2023) for further study, it is not currently

considered a mental health disorder.



Griffiths et al. (2016), pioneers in the study of internet addiction within the European context,
criticised Young (2015) for overlooking significant European research and failing to consider
key international evidence in understanding the conceptualisation, epidemiology, aetiology,
and course of internet-related disorders. They emphasised the importance of distinguishing
between internet addiction as a whole and using it to fuel other addictions. For example, the
American Psychological Association’s (APA) use of the term ‘Internet Gaming Disorder’
rather than ‘Internet Addiction’ conveys the dominant view that a gaming addict is not addicted
to the internet per se but simply uses it as a medium to engage in the chosen behaviour (Griffiths
et al., 2016). In response to the debate about addictions on the internet versus addictions to the
internet, Davis’ (2001) model of pathological internet use was the first to differentiate between
specific and generalised pathological internet use. Thus, it is important to distinguish between
the two types of PIU: the generalised form, which includes a wide range of internet-based
activities, and the specific form, which focuses on specific activities such as gambling,
pornography, gaming, or social networking sites, particularly when considering gender
differences (Baloglu et al., 2020; Su et al., 2020). A key criticism in developing research on
internet addiction is the continued lack of international consensus regarding the
conceptualisation and diagnosis of internet-related disorders (Griffiths et al., 2016). Despite
the attention that has been paid to the issue of internet addiction, developing a universal
standard of care and assessment has been challenging due to the field’s cultural diversity and
variance regarding the terminology used in academic literature, ranging from internet addiction
to PIU to pathological internet use, as well as the use of different inventories for their

assessment (Young & De Abreu, 2010).

Different scholars have defined PIU as the use of the internet that creates psychological,
social, school, and/or work difficulties in a person’s life (Beard & Wolf, 2001), a use of the
internet that leads to various difficulties (Kozybska et al., 2023), and an inability to control
one’s use of the internet that leads to negative consequences in daily life (Spada, 2014).
According to Fineberg et al. (2018), problematic internet use is an umbrella term for excessive
and compulsive internet use that results in a noticeable functional impairment. Examples of
such use include gaming, gambling, online shopping, cybersex and pornography, social media
use, cyberchondria, cyberhoarding, cyberstalking, and online streaming (Brand et al., 2020). A
study by Shadzi et al. (2020) estimating the prevalence of PIU, mental health problems, and
sleep quality amongst a sample of medical students in Iran found that higher rates of poor sleep

quality, depression, anxiety, and stress were documented in those with PIU. The study reported



a statistically significant higher prevalence of depression and stress among the single students
(Shadzi et al., 2020). Furthermore, it has been suggested that modern age technologies may
contribute to increasing loneliness due the superficial nature of online communication as
opposed to face-to-face interactions (Moretta & Buodo, 2020). A study by Vila et al. (2018)
analysing the differences in academic and cognitive performance between adolescents with and
without PIU found that the PIU users group obtained poorer academic results that the non PIU
group. These definitions highlight the various aspects of internet addiction, including its impact
on mental health, social relationships, academic or professional performance, and overall well-
being. They also emphasise the inability to regulate or limit internet use, which ultimately leads
to detrimental effects on daily life. Previous research has shown that individuals with
problematic internet use are more prone to engaging in risky behaviours, such as substance
abuse (Samara et al., 2021). Similarly, according to a study by Boniel-Nissim et al. (2022),
intense and especially problematic users were more likely to engage in substance use. The
nature of excessive internet use, characterised by compulsive and uncontrolled behaviours,
creates a vulnerability that extends beyond the digital realm. Individuals grappling with
problematic internet use resort to substance abuse as a coping mechanism or a means to
alleviate the psychological distress associated with their problematic online habits. Conversely,
individuals who already struggle with substance abuse may be more prone to developing
problematic internet use to escape or distract themselves from their addiction. This
bidirectional relationship between excessive internet use and substance abuse highlights the
complex interplay between these two issues and the need for comprehensive interventions that

address both simultaneously.

1.2.1. Problematic Internet Use and Substance Use Disorder among Men

Men and women alike are struggling with both PIU and SUD. The criteria that
constitutes PIU and SUD are similar, with one main difference being that PIU is not reliant on
an intoxicant in the way a SUD is. Both phenomena share a common maladaptive pattern
response, which ultimately leads to impairment in various different areas of an individual’s
life. Problematic internet use and substance use disorders interact in complex ways that
influence the current mental health landscape. It has long been acknowledged that substance
use disorders are a serious public health issue that affects people all over the world. Men have
received special attention because it is recognised that distinct sociocultural factors influence
their mental health practices. Because problematic internet use and substance use disorders are

interrelated and share psychosocial characteristics, it makes sense to examine both at the same



time. Concurrently, the digital era has presented new challenges, one of which is the emergence
of problematic internet use as a significant issue with negative consequences for mental health.
Due to the availability of new escape channels and coping mechanisms, the digital age has
brought problematic internet use and substance use disorders together. Understanding this

connection is necessary to develop comprehensive treatment strategies and targeted therapies.

A cross-sectional study by Sayeed et al. (2021) found that from a sample of 404 internet
users over the age of 18 years, problematic internet use was significantly higher in males than
female respondents. Notably, Su et al. (2020) found that men are more likely to present with
IGD and women with overuse of social networking sites, such as Facebook and Instagram.
Differences exist within the literature, whereby some studies agree that PIU is more prevalent
among women, although some studies contradict this notion, showing that men are more
vulnerable and show higher levels of problematic internet use (Baloglu et al., 2020).
Furthermore, Su et al. (2020) stated that males have often reported experiencing higher levels
of internet addiction in comparison to women, but this may differ in terms of the specific types
of internet use. Additionally, a study by Locani et al. (2018) found from a sample of 5593
internet users (2129 men and 3464 women), with individuals aged between 18 and 87 years
old, that problematic internet use was more prevalent among women, with notable differences
in the type of internet use. These findings suggest that while men exhibit higher levels of overall
internet addiction, women engage in different types of internet use that contribute to their
vulnerability to problematic internet use. This highlights the importance of considering gender
differences when studying and addressing internet addiction. Moreover, this outcome
emphasises that contrary results do exist (Baloglu et al., 2020; Su et al., 2020). Thus, this study
aimed to explore problematic internet use and substance use disorder among men, which is not

clearly demonstrated in the literature.

Problematic internet use is often associated with various risk behaviours, such as
substance use, and a host of other related negative consequences. It is estimated that alcohol
misuse contributes to over 3 million deaths each year, making it a leading risk factor for
premature mortality, especially among individuals between the ages of 20 and 39 (WHO,
2022). In 2019, alcohol use accounted for 2.07 million deaths of males and 374,000 deaths of
females globally (National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, 2023). An estimate of
129-190 million people globally use cannabis, followed by amphetamine type stimulants,

cocaine, and opioids (WHO, 2023). In their lifetime, 13.3% of South Africans take at least one



substance (Kaswa & de Villiers, 2020). While there is a dearth of demographic data on
substance use in South Africa, it is estimated that 10.3% of adults (15 years and older) drink
alcohol excessively (16.5% of males and 4.6% of women), and 8.6% (13.3% of men and 4.1%
of women) use illegal drugs nationally (Pengpid et al., 2021). A substantial proportion (13,3%)
of South Africans meet the diagnostic criteria for a SUD (Herman et al., 2009), with alcohol
use disorder being the most common type of SUD (Burnhams et al., 2019). These statistics
suggest that there is a gender disparity in alcohol misuse and substance use disorders in South
Africa, with higher rates observed among males compared to females. However, it is important
to note that these figures are estimates, and more research is needed to fully understand the

extent of the problem and the underlying factors contributing to these gender differences.

Dib et al. (2021) conducted a cross-sectional study assessing the extent to which young
adolescent students (963 females and 844 males) in Lebanon are affected by problematic
internet use and the factors associated with it. The study found that alcohol use was prevalent
among students and associated with problematic internet use. Additionally, a longitudinal study
by Lee and Lee (2016), as cited in Dib et al. (2021), showed that adolescents with PIU who did
not smoke, or drink later developed heavy drinking and cigarette smoking problems in early
adulthood. Moreover, the study further emphasised smoking as the main factor associated with
problematic internet use, highlighting the significant relationship between smoking and
problematic internet use more than with alcohol abuse among adolescents. These findings are
consistent with a Japanese cross-sectional study conducted by Morioka et al. (2017) that looked
at the association between alcohol use and problematic internet use among adolescents. In
another study conducted by Giotakos et al. (2016), with most respondents being male military
personnel with a mean age of 32, it was found that the overuse of the internet was associated
with the development of an addiction to online gambling, followed by substance use in general,
and particularly the use of illicit drugs such as heroin and cocaine. Other than substance use,
other related negative consequences were highlighted in a qualitative study by Li et al. (2015),
with the use of focus groups, which identified that depression, boredom, and stress were found
to be common triggers resulting in the overuse of the internet among male and female
university students ranging in age from 18 to 36 years. The subsequent consequences of
intensive use of the internet compromise physical and mental health challenges, psychosocial
functioning, and work productivity (Li et al., 2015), which will be further explored in
subsequent chapters. Therefore, it can be postulated that men are prone to developing a

substance use disorder, making them a vulnerable population that seems to have been
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understudied given the little research on adult men, indicating a need for further research.
Although there seems to be a commonality across the literature that both alcohol and smoking
are significantly associated with problematic internet use, most of these studies have mainly
focused on adolescents and university students, so the association cannot be generalised to
older age groups. As a result, the studies indicate a gap in the current literature where more
focus should be given to young adults, especially men, instead of focusing mainly on wide or
young age ranges. Thus, this study aimed to synthesise the broad literature on the link between
problematic internet use and substance use disorder among adult men, since little is known

about gendered differences.

1.3.Problem Statement

Men and women present differently in their use of the internet. More studies have focused
on women with inconsistent results in comparison to men, leaving a gap in the literature related
to studying adult men. Additionally, many studies draw on adolescents when studying PIU, as
seen from the literature above, indicating a further gap in the research in relation to this
understudied population. Thus, taking this into account, this study aimed to further explore
PIU, with the focus being on adult men. Moreover, the use of the internet has been linked to
various conditions and symptoms that can affect a person’s psychological well-being. Some of
these include loneliness, depression, and substance use (Kittinger et al., 2012). From a clinical
standpoint, the effects of the internet on an individual’s psychological health are important
because of the potential detrimental effects on the individual and society, thus warranting
further study. Through further research, health professionals can gain a deeper understanding
of how people develop their compulsive behaviour, which has the potential to inform

prevention and interventions.

1.4.Rationale

Even though a great deal of research has consistently shown that alcohol use, smoking, and
PIU have a strong association, most of this research has focused on adolescents and university
students (Cannizzaro et al., 2022; Coeffec, et al., 2015; Gallimberti et al., 2016; Myers & Kelly,
2006; Tomezyk, . & Wasinski, 2020; Van Rooij et al., 2014). As a result, there are relatively
few studies looking at this association in older age groups, specifically men. Understanding the
link between substance use and PIU in adult men is crucial due to their increased use of
technology and internet access and their unique socioeconomic and health-related traits.

Studying this association in elderly males can yield significant knowledge about the possible

6



influence of substance use on PIU in a demographic that might be more susceptible to its
negative consequences. Although not currently clearly demonstrated within the literature,
research suggests a bidirectional relationship between PIU and SUD. Further research is needed
to determine causality, however studying the connection between substance abuse and PIU in
adult males can assist in developing prevention and intervention plans that are specifically
aimed at this group of people. Thus, this scoping review sought to advance a more thorough
understanding of the complex dynamics between problematic internet use and substance use
disorders to highlight the need for intervention to prevent subsequent mental health problems

and well-being complications.

1.5.Aim of the Study

The increasing popularity of internet use has led to an increasing number of reports
highlighting the potential negative consequences of overuse, such as substance use. Thus, the
study aimed to synthesise the literature on PIU and SUD, including the way in which they

affect men (18-35 years), given that prior research has predominantly focused on women.

1.6.0Objectives of the Study
The following were the objectives of the study:

e To explore what type of research has been conducted on PIU and SUD among men.
e To synthesise research on the most common SUDs among men with PIU.
e To synthesise literature on PIU and SUD to determine its effect on men.

e To explore the association between PIU and SUD in adult men.

1.7.Research Question

According to the Joanna Briggs Institute’s (JBI) (2020) scoping review manual, the PCC
mnemonic is recommended as a guide to systematically construct a research question when

conducting a scoping review, which stands for Population, Concept and Context.

Population: The identified population includes studies with adult men as their main

participants.

Concept: The concepts of interest are PIU and SUD, both separately, and the possible

association between the two.



Context. The context of the scoping review and the studies selected for the review are

embedded on the internet. The study will include both local and international research.
Thus, the following research question was formulated based on the above PCC framework.

What does existing literature reveal about problematic internet use and substance use

disorder among adult men?

1.8.Significance of the Study

This scoping review focused on the critical investigation of the co-occurrence of PIU and
SUD in men, recognising the combined consequences on mental health that these intertwined
phenomena frequently cause. Delving into the underlying reasons for the simultaneous
engagement in PIU and SUD, the scoping review aimed to synthesise literature on PIU and
SUD to determine the manner in which they affect adult men. It highlighted how important it
is to comprehend that PIU and SUD coexist to create successful intervention plans,
acknowledge the importance of these behaviours for public health, and investigate shared
psychosocial elements that underlie both behaviours. In the end, it aimed to offer thorough
understandings of the intricate dynamics affecting men’s relationships, mental health, and

perhaps coping mechanisms in the contemporary digital era.

1.9.0verview of the Research Methods

A scoping review was used in this study, which was suitable because it allowed knowledge
on PIU and SUD among men to be recorded and assessed in a comprehensive manner and in a
concise and unbiased summary of the evidence. This methodology has a systematic way of
gathering data; as such the Population, Concept, and Context (PCC) framework that was used
to systematically construct the research question will also guide the inclusion and exclusion
criteria. The methodology consists of five sections, namely, identifying the research question,
identifying the relevant studies, study selection, presenting the data, collating the results, and

ensuring quality and rigour.

1.10. Outline of the Thesis

Chapter 1:  This chapter provides an introduction and background to the research topic. This
chapter further presents the study’s basic concepts or keywords, the problem
statement, research question, goals of the study, and an overview of the research

methods used in this scoping review.



Chapter 2:

Chapter 3:

Chapter 4:

Chapter 5:

Chapter 6:

This is the literature review chapter that explores existing literature on PIU and
SUD among men. Furthermore, this chapter explores the risk factors and mental

health consequences of both PIU and SUD.

This chapter describes the theoretical framework, which is the social

constructionism theory that underpins this study.

This chapter explains the methodology and provides an in-depth description of

the methodological procedures followed to conduct this scoping review.

The interpretation of the findings is covered in this chapter, which focuses on

the dominant themes.

This is the final chapter that discusses the implications of the findings as well

as a critical review of the results.



CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. Introduction

This chapter presents available literature on problematic internet use and substance use
disorder among men and the way they are affected. This section covers various discussions on
(1) behavioural and substance-related addictions, (2) problematic internet use, (3) substance
use disorder, (4) the co-occurrence of problematic internet use and substance use among men,
(5) risk factors associated with problematic internet use, and (6) associations and the mental

health consequences associated with problematic internet use, such as substance use disorder.

2.2. Behavioural and Substance-Related Addictions

Addiction has been used to refer to disorders of substance use (Smith, 2012). However,
there is a growing interest in considering other conditions that are similar, such as behavioural
addiction, characterised by preoccupation with and diminished control over rewarding
behaviours with adverse consequences other than substance use (Sinclair et al., 2016).
Although there have been various arguments presented supporting the diagnostic validity of
this concept and its clinical utility, there is currently a lack of consensus regarding the diagnosis
and treatment of excessive reward-seeking behaviours (Albrecht et al., 2006; Sinclair et al.,
2016). Its classification is uncertain. Thus, a clear conceptualisation of these behavioural
addictions is vital, including the utilisation of appropriate diagnostic tools to address this issue
(Albrecht et al., 2006). Additionally, the lack of consensus on diagnosis and treatment has led
to inconsistent approaches to addressing excessive reward-seeking behaviours, potentially

hindering effective interventions (Albrecht et al., 2006).

Based on neurobiological principles, behavioural strategies that are only indirectly
involved in the brain’s neurotransmitter systems can act as effective substitutes for
pharmacological substances (Albrecht et al., 2006). Recent studies have shown that there are
common mechanisms underlying both substance-related and behavioural addictions (Albrecht
et al., 2006; Sinclair et al., 2016). Considerable phenomenological parallels are shared between
behavioural addictions and substance addictions, which include impaired control and the
persistence of a behaviour despite its negative effects (Sinclair et al., 2016). This suggests that
behavioural strategies that are excessively carried out, such as those that involve gambling or

excessive shopping, also have an addictive potential to trigger a specific reward response in
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the body’s biochemical processes. According to Albrecht et al. (2007), numerous scientific
studies and clinical procedures support this assumption, and several authors state that the
criteria for behavioural addiction are like those for substance addiction. For example,
individuals with a gambling addiction experience cravings and withdrawal symptoms similar
to those seen in individuals with a substance addiction. Additionally, both types of addiction
can lead to negative consequences such as financial problems, relationship difficulties, and
impaired functioning in daily life (Beard & Wolf, 2001; Fineberg et al., 2018; Kozybska et al.,
2023).

The DSM-5 has added gambling disorder as a new category of addictive disorders to
its list of substance-related conditions, with internet gaming disorder included as a condition
for further study. The lack of consensus regarding what exactly constitutes behavioural
addiction is the reason why only one disorder has been identified and added to this category,
as evidenced by the lack of peer-reviewed evidence on its aetiology and progression (Kardefelt-
Winther et al., 2017). Defining behavioural addiction is crucial for future studies and
classification frameworks. Excessive internet gaming and gambling disorders are now
considered behavioural addictions with similar symptoms to impulse control disorders,
according to recent studies (Mann et al., 2017). Gambling disorder involves preoccupation with
behaviour, diminished control, and adverse consequences. It’s comorbid with substance use
disorders, with first degree relatives more prone to addiction. Addiction refers to the use of
psychoactive substances like alcohol, cocaine, and nicotine, which significantly impact the
brain’s reward systems (Chamberlain et al., 2016). For instance, they can trigger the
development of the opioid and dopaminergic systems. According to the DSM-5, addiction is
defined as impaired control, large-scale intake, failure to reduce, avoidance of activities, risky
use, tolerance, and withdrawal. Repetitive habits in certain psychiatric disorders are similar to
substance addiction. Therefore, the study of these conditions could aid in identifying the neural
mechanisms underlying addictive behaviour without the influence of substances (Chamberlain

etal., 2016).

Concerns have been raised about pathologizing common behaviours and adjusting
diagnostic categories based on substance use disorder criteria, as this could neglect the context
and the individual’s desire to engage with them (Gomez et al., 2022). Some believe that
addictive behaviours are independent syndromes or constructs with distinct networks of
symptoms (Gomez et al., 2022). There is a debate about whether conditions related to

behavioural addiction should be considered disorders instead of lifestyle choices. However, it
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is suggested that different dimensions of addiction, including behavioural, technological, and
substance use, should be included under the broader addiction umbrella (Gomez et al., 2022).
This has important implications for the treatment and prevention of various disorders, as it
helps researchers determine if these behaviours are part of the same family or category of
disorders. Additionally, information about the sub-groups and associations of certain addictive
behaviours should be included in the development of effective intervention and prevention
programs. For example, if one addictive behaviour is related to another substance use disorder,
this information could help individuals develop effective treatment strategies. Thus, this review
looked at the link between problematic internet use and substance use disorder among adult

men to understand the potential connections and improve treatment outcomes.

2.3. Risk Factors and Consequences of Problematic Internet Use

The 1990s were a crucial time in the development of our understanding of maladaptive
technology use, with particular attention paid to the internet and its excessive usage (Moreno
et al., 2022). During this period, researchers began to explore the psychological and social
implications of excessive internet use, leading to the identification of problematic behaviours
such as internet addiction. Additionally, studies during the 1990s shed light on the negative
consequences of maladaptive technology use, including social isolation and impaired academic
or occupational performance (Greenfield, 1999; Orzack, 1999; Young, 1998). From these two
early conceptualisations, three further conceptualisations of the problem were identified
(Moreno et al., 2022). The first approach was broader and referred to internet overuse as a type
of behavioural addiction. The second approach proposed a more distinct classification of the
disorder, which involved identifying it as an impulse control disorder, with criteria defined as
“(1) maladaptive preoccupation with internet use characterised by either irresistible use or use
that is excessive and longer than planned, (2) clinically significant distress or impairment, and
(3) an absence of other explaining Axis 1 disorders (Moreno et al., 2022, p. 2).” A third
approach involved a cognitive behavioural model that focused on the link between an
individual’s thoughts and their development of problematic behaviours. This third approach
also separated internet overuse from another multidimensional overuse or generalised overuse.
These different categorisations highlight the complexity of understanding and defining
problematic internet use. While the DSM-1V criteria provided a starting point, researchers have
since expanded their understanding to include various psychological and behavioural models
(Chamberlain et al., 2016; Griffiths et al., 2016; Moreno et al., 2022; Sinclair et al., 2016). This

multidimensional approach allows for a more comprehensive examination of the effects of
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problematic internet use on individuals and society. Young (2004) defined internet addiction
as an impulse control disorder that does not require an intoxicant, which makes it a behavioural
addiction similar to gambling addiction but different from alcoholism. The widespread issue
of problematic internet use has led to significant psychological health issues among affected
individuals worldwide. Numerous studies have been conducted to further understand the
causes, risk factors, and consequences of problematic internet use (Alhammad et al., 2022;

Diotaiuti et al., 2022; Ersche et al., 2010; Kuss et al., 2014; Lee et al., 2012; Mazhari, 2012).

2.3.1. Risk Factors of Problematic Internet Use

Problematic internet use (PIU) has also been associated with sociodemographic
characteristics such as age and sex (Kuss et al., 2014). In their study, Kovaci¢ Petrovi¢ et al.
(2023) found that younger individuals were more likely to engage in PIU compared to older
individuals. The demographics of problematic internet users in South Africa were found to be
similar to those of other international studies. Thatcher and Goolam (2005) found that young
males spend a considerable amount of time online, using interactive internet applications.
According to Akinloye et al. (2020), men in South Africa suffer from composite stress,
depression, and internet addiction. These findings suggest that the prevalence of problematic
internet use among young males in South Africa contributes to their increased vulnerability to

mental health issues.

Literature also consistently supports the link between internet addiction and impulsivity
among young adults (Mazhari, 2012; Lee et al., 2012; Diotaiuti et al., 2022). For instance, a
study conducted by Salehi et al. (2023) among medical students in North Iran found that
impulsivity rises in conjunction with the intensity of internet addiction, and gender has no
bearing on this relationship. In another study by Zhang et al. (2021), it was reported that
impulsivity and depression increased with internet addiction severity levels, whereas social
support was inversely related to the severity of internet addiction. In addition, male freshmen
with high impulsivity, low social support, and high depression were more likely to be included
in the high internet addiction group. They were also more likely to experience negative
consequences in various areas of their lives (Zhang et al., 2021). These findings suggest that
there are multiple factors at play when it comes to internet addiction and its associated
consequences. In South Africa, impulsive and compulsive symptoms and traits, pandemic

stress, and age were related to problematic internet use (Lochner et al., 2022).
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In an Australian study by Albertella et al. (2021), psychological distress and exposure to
COVID-19 related stressors were associated with greater problems across all addictive and
compulsive behaviours, as was the severity of pre-COVID-19 problems. Similarly, according
to Kovaci¢ Petrovi¢ et al. (2023), problematic social media use was more frequent among
Croatian young adults reporting pandemic stress than among those without perceived stress.
Apart from adolescents, literature has indicated that males show higher levels of problematic
internet use than females (Germani, 2023). This is supported by a study done by Su et al.
(2019), which states that internet addiction is prevalent and associated with negative measures

of health functioning, with males appearing more vulnerable than females.

Research has shown an association between personality traits and internet addiction.
For example, a study conducted by Jojo and Sundaramoorthy (2022) aimed to find the
difference in personality traits among people who are addicted and non-addicted to the internet
among college students in South India. The study found that neuroticism was positively
correlated with internet addiction, whereas openness to experience, agreeableness, and
conscientiousness were negatively correlated. Furthermore, the study observed that
neuroticism, extraversion, agreeableness, and conscientiousness can predict Internet addiction,
and it was found to be more prevalent among males than females (Jojo & Sundaramoorthy,
2022). Similarly, a study by Giinaydin (2021), which explored the associations between
personality traits including extroversion, neuroticism, conscientiousness, agreeableness,
openness to experience, gender, frequency of internet use, and teenagers’ internet addiction,
found that frequency of internet use, neuroticism, conscientiousness, and agreeableness
explained 29.8% of the variance in adolescent internet addiction. Neuroticism was the most
significant variable linked to teenagers’ internet addiction. However, gender, extroversion, and
openness to experience were not significant predictors of teenagers’ internet addiction. Another
South African study by Maepa and Wheeler (2022) among adolescents found a substantial
inverse correlation between Facebook addiction and neuroticism and psychoticism. These
research findings suggest that personality traits, such as conscientiousness, and demographic

factors, such as gender, play a significant role in predicting internet addiction.

Adolescents who experience emotional detachment and loneliness from their parents
exhibit higher levels of problematic internet use (Musetti et al., 2020). This suggests that
problematic internet use is influenced by the quality of parent-child relationships and can have
negative consequences for adolescents on their emotional well-being. Co-dependency is

another concept that has been linked to the phenomenon of addiction, primarily substance
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addiction (Diotaiuti et al., 2022). Additionally, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
mental health and stress levels seems to exacerbate problematic internet usage and addictive
behaviours. The COVID-19-related burdens can lead vulnerable healthcare workers to engage
in more problematic online behaviours because they can resort to problematic internet use (such
as gaming, gambling, and pornography viewing) to escape stress, anxiety, and mental health
issues (Buneviciene & Bunevicius, 2021; Gjoneska et al., 2022). This increase in problematic
internet usage can further contribute to the deterioration of mental health and exacerbate
existing addictive behaviours. The availability and accessibility of online platforms provide
temporary relief from the overwhelming emotions caused by the pandemic, but they can also
create a vicious cycle where individuals become more reliant on these behaviours as a coping

mechanism.

2.3.2. Mental Health Consequences of Problematic Internet Use

Problematic internet use’s effects on mental health can include elevated stress, anxiety,
and depressive symptoms. Overindulgence in online activities can exacerbate feelings of
loneliness and social disengagement, which can have a detrimental effect on interpersonal
relationships. In addition to the possibility of cyberbullying or online abuse, constant
connectivity can also exacerbate mental health issues. Problematic internet use can also cause
sleep patterns to be disturbed, which can result in exhaustion and mood swings. The
relationship between problematic internet use and mental health is complex since the virtual
world can serve as both an escape and a stressor. Problematic internet use is significantly
associated with a variety of psychological problems among young people (Faghani et al., 2020;
Pettorruso et al., 2020). For example, in a study by Cai et al. (2023) on the relationships
between students’ PIU and mental health outcomes, problematic internet use was moderately
and positively associated with depressive symptoms, anxiety, loneliness, and other mental
health outcomes and negatively related to subjective well-being. Their findings suggest that
excessive internet use has detrimental effects on students’ overall well-being and mental health.
Another study by Kozybska et al. (2023) found that Polish medical school students with
problematic internet use lead an unhealthy lifestyle and more often show symptoms of
depression and eating disorders than students without it. This highlights the potential impact
of problematic internet use on various aspects of students’ lives, including their physical health
and eating habits. Additionally, a study conducted by Wu et al. (2019) revealed that individuals
with higher levels of anxiety and stress are more likely to engage in problematic internet use

as a coping mechanism. In opposition to the idea that a mental illness causes the problematic
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internet use, research by Dong et al. (2011) reported that higher scores for depression, anxiety,
hostility, interpersonal sensitivity, and psychoticism were consequences of internet addiction
disorder (IAD). This indicates that there is a bidirectional relationship between mental health
issues and problematic internet use, where one can exacerbate the other. In other words, mental

health issues can worsen problematic internet use, and vice versa.

According to Shinde and Patel (2014), excessive internet use has substantial negative
effects on psychological, emotional, and social aspects of an individual’s well-being and
mental health. Moreover, problematic internet use, like other addictions, disrupts studies,
school life, and other daily activities and can lead to loneliness, insufficient sleep, anxiety
disorders, and low self-esteem (Upadhyay et al., 2017). However, although problematic
internet use has been noted to have adverse health outcomes, it is a clinically established
phenomenon that is not formally diagnosable yet (Chatterjee & Rai, 2023). Despite it not being
officially recognised as a diagnosable disorder, problematic internet use has gained significant
attention due to its impact on individuals’ mental and physical well-being. Problematic use of
the internet can include multiple disorders (Morretta et al., 2022). Research has shown that
individuals with problematic internet use are more likely to experience symptoms of depression
and have a higher risk of developing other mental health disorders such as attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and substance abuse disorders (Kuss et al., 2014).
Additionally, problematic internet use has been associated with impaired cognitive functioning,
including difficulties in concentration, memory, and decision-making abilities (Yen et al.,

2008).

Internet addiction can occur at any age and in any social situation, but most research
attention is mostly focused on adolescents because adolescence appears to be a critical period
of addiction vulnerability (Grant et al., 2010; Kuss & Griffiths, 2012; Lin et al., 2011; Pallanti
et al., 2006). However, recent studies have shown that internet addiction is not limited to
adolescents and can also affect adults, including men (Diotaiuti et al., 2022; Hassan et al., 2020,
Zhang et al., 2015). This gap in research highlights the need for further investigation into the
factors contributing to internet addiction vulnerability among adult populations, particularly
men, in order to develop effective prevention and intervention strategies. Thus, this review
aimed to understand the prevalence and impact of internet addiction among men and identify
potential risk factors. Furthermore, explore the association between problematic internet

addiction and substance use disorders among adult men.
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2.4. Risk Factors and Consequences of Substance Use Disorder

SUDs, are a major global public health concern that affects people, families, and
communities. SUDs are common worldwide and are among the leading causes of morbidity
and mortality (World Health Statistics, 2022). Substance use disorders account for substantial
global morbidity, mortality, and financial and social burden, yet most of those suffering from
substance use disorders in both low-and middle-income and high-income countries never
receive SUD treatment (Connery et al., 2020). This treatment gap is often attributed to various
factors, such as limited access to healthcare services, stigma surrounding substance use
disorders, and inadequate resources for addiction treatment. Alcohol is the most widely used

substance of abuse in the world, with significant social and health consequences (WHO, 2022).

Substance use disorders affect men and women differently, although the prevalence has
been reported to be higher in men (Compton et al., 2007; Fonseca et al., 2021; McHugh et al.,
2018). Research has shown that men are more likely to engage in heavy and binge drinking
compared to women, which contributes to the higher prevalence of substance use disorders in
men (Grant et al., 2015; Keyes et al., 2011). Additionally, societal, and cultural factors play a
role in shaping gender differences in alcohol misuse and substance use disorders (Cotto et al.,

2010; Greenfield et al., 2010).

2.4.1. Risk Factors of Substance Use Disorder

A review by Alhammad et al. (2022) revealed that there are a wide range of risk factors
for substance abuse, including a history of abuse in childhood, a family history of substance
abuse, individual risk factors, peer risk factors, environmental risk factors in childhood and
adolescence, and co-occurring disorders. Stressors such as parental divorce, parental substance
abuse, depression of a family member, or feelings of inadequacy can lead to feelings of sadness,
which some adolescents have reported to be a motivator for them in deciding to begin substance
use (Taylor, 2011). Furthermore, certain personality traits, such as impulsivity and sensation-
seeking, also contribute to an individual’s susceptibility to substance abuse (Ersche et al.,
2010). Additionally, exposure to substance use within one’s social circle and easy access to
drugs or alcohol were identified as significant environmental risk factors that can influence an

adolescent’s decision to engage in substance use (McLellan, 2017; Whitesell et al., 2013).
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2.4.2. Mental Health Consequences of Substance Use Disorder

Excessive substance use can lead to a range of health issues, such as liver disease,
cardiovascular problems, and mental health disorders. High levels of anxiety, depression, or
other mood disorders are experienced by people with substance use disorders (Davis et al.,
2023). In addition, a study that assessed anxiety and depression among substance use disorder
patients found that substance use disorders are associated with high levels of anxiety and
depression (Mohamed et al., 2020). Substance abuse can worsen problems with attention,
memory, and decision-making by interfering with cognitive function (Koob et al., 2023;
Redzepagic & Ladas, 2023). Furthermore, there is a higher chance of suicidal thoughts and
actions when substance use disorder coexists (Lynch et al., 2020; Onaemo et al., 2022). A
decline in general mental health can be attributed to the cycle of dependency and withdrawal,
which can result in a complex interaction between substance misuse and mental health issues.
In addition to depression and anxiety, excessive substance use has also been linked to more
severe mental health disorders, such as schizophrenia and bipolar disorder (Lagerberg et al.,
2010). Studies have reported a higher prevalence of substance use disorders in individuals with
mental illness compared to the general population (Peltzer et al., 2018). A study by Richert et
al. (2020) on young people in Sweden demonstrated significant associations between the
severity of drug use problems and anxiety, concentration difficulties, aggression,

hallucinations, and mental stress caused by experiences of trauma.

Similarly, substance use and depressive as well as anxiety symptoms were found among
out-of-school adolescent girls and young women in Cape Town, South Africa (Bonner et al.,
2021). In another South African study, students who reported substance use at university
reported higher depression and anxiety scores than those who did not (Blows & Isaacs, 2022).
Cigarette smoking among individuals aged at least 15 was significantly associated with
incidents of depression among men in South Africa (Tomita & Manuel, 2020). Substance abuse
has major negative social and health impacts in South Africa. According to Tindimwebwa et
al. (2021), lifetime tobacco use was more prevalent amongst individuals with schizophrenia
and cannabis-induced disorders and lower in those with major depressive disorders and bipolar
and related disorders. These findings suggest that there is a clear link between substance abuse
and mental health disorders in South Africa, with certain disorders being more prevalent among
individuals who use tobacco. It is important for healthcare professionals to address substance

use as a contributing factor to mental health in order to develop interventions and treatment
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plans. Additionally, further research is needed to better understand the underlying reasons
behind the correlation between tobacco use and certain mental health disorders in South Africa.
A review conducted by Angarita et al. (2016) noted that sleep abnormalities are associated with
the acute and chronic use of addictive substances. These findings suggest that addressing sleep
disturbances is crucial in the treatment of individuals struggling with substance abuse.
Healthcare professionals must address both issues simultaneously to provide effective

treatment and support for individuals experiencing co-occurring disorders.

2.5. The Relationship between Problematic Internet Use and Substance Use Disorder

Previous research has shown that individuals with problematic internet use are more
prone to engaging in risky behaviours, such as substance abuse (Samara et al., 2021). Most
studies discovered a positive association between problematic internet use and alcohol use,
some specifically between problematic internet use and cannabis use (Gamez-Guadix et al.,
2015; Kuss et al., 2016; Qeadan et al. 2022; Wartberg & Kammerl, 2020). Problematic internet
use has a potential positive association with alcohol and cannabis use among youth around the
world. Several studies have shown a positive association between problematic internet use and
substance use among adolescents (Chang et al., 2015; Rial et al., 2018). For instance, Riicker
et al. (2015) conducted a study in Switzerland that examined whether problematic internet use
was associated with substance use among young adolescents. They found significant
associations between problematic internet users and substances, such as tobacco, alcohol,
cannabis, and other drugs. Moreover, their study showed that problematic internet users were
more likely to be female, who come from non-intact families, report poor emotional well-being,
and are below-average students. Similar results were found in a study conducted by Qeadan et
al. (2022) among United States college students, which found that problematic internet use
increased their risk of substance misuse behaviours. In addition, a survey of high school
students in the United States conducted by Liu et al. (2011) showed an overall prevalence of
problematic internet use of 4%, with no gender differences. It was found to be significantly
associated with substance use, depression, and aggression. Samara et al.’s (2021) study among
adolescents in the United Kingdom found a positive correlation between problematic internet
use and substance abuse, which was also mediated by traditional and cyber bullying and

victimisation.

Building on the body of knowledge that shows a link between teenage substance

addiction and problematic internet use, it is crucial to extend the understanding of this
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relationship to the adult male population. The documented link between problematic internet
use and substance uses among youth globally, particularly involving alcohol and cannabis,
emphasises the need to investigate whether a similar association persists into adulthood. This
review posited that the dynamics between problematic internet use and substance abuse
identified in adolescent studies can persist or evolve among adult men, potentially influencing
patterns of substance abuse on alcohol and cannabis consumption as well as other substances.
Thus, this review aimed to explore nuanced aspects of the interplay between problematic
internet use and substance abuse by focusing on adult males, which allows for further
exploration of men that might be at risk of developing harmful addictive behaviours.
Understanding the relationship between problematic internet use and substance use disorders
among adult men was crucial, as it could provide insights into potential risk factors and

interventions.

2.6. Conclusion

In summary, research on the relationship between problematic internet use and
substance use in young adults has dominated the body of literature currently in publication,
leaving a clear gap in our knowledge of these phenomena, especially regarding adult males.
This study aimed to fill this gap by reviewing the body of research on problematic internet use
and substance use disorders, particularly in men. This was done to provide important new
insights into the distinct dynamics and relationships within this population, revealing elements
that may differ from those seen in general research on young adults. This research aimed to
improve the understanding of the intricate interplay between problematic internet use and
substance use by focusing on this underrepresented subgroup, laying the groundwork for future
studies and interventions tailored to the needs of men facing these dual challenges. The next
chapter describes the theoretical framework, which is the social constructionism theory that

underpins this study.
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CHAPTER 3

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

3.1. Introduction

This scoping review draws on social constructionism as the theory underpinning the
entire study of problematic internet use and substance use disorder among men. Social
constructionism is a theoretical framework that emphasises the role of social interactions and
language in shaping individuals’ perceptions of reality. Therefore, social constructionism is
relevant to the study of problematic internet use (PIU) and substance use disorder (SUD)
among men because it involves understanding how these issues are constructed, perceived, and

addressed within society.

This study, which focused on problematic internet use and substance use disorder, used
the social constructionism theory as a framework to explore how societal norms, beliefs, and
language contribute to the development and maintenance of problematic internet use and
substance use disorder among men. The researcher hoped that by applying social
constructionism, they would be able to uncover the complex interplay between individual
experiences and broader social influences in shaping behaviours related to problematic internet
use and substance use disorder. Looking beyond individual pathology and DSM-5 criteria,
social construction theory recognises the realities in which both problematic internet use and
substance use disorder are embedded. Social constructionism suggests that both problematic
internet use and substance use disorder are not solely biological or individual phenomena but
are constructed within social contexts (Baym, 2015; Benvenuti et al., 2023; Dahl & Bergmark,
2020; Daley, 2013). This chapter will be split into two parts, namely, the key concepts related

to social constructionism and the motivation and relevance of this theory within the study.

3.2. Social Constructionism

Social constructionism is both a philosophical and sociological perspective that
emerged in the late 1900s. It originated in sociology as a post-modern qualitative research
method that essentially strived to understand the nature of our reality, knowledge, and truth.
The use of social constructionism is relatively new within the areas of PIU and SUD, and as
such, diving into its key concepts is of great importance in forming one’s understanding of how

to accurately assess and make use of this theoretical framework.
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Social constructionism has many roots and is often mistaken for social constructivism
(Andrews, 2012). According to Alexandra Galbin (2014), social constructivism takes on an
objective approach that states that an individual’s reality and understanding of the world to a
large degree are directly linked to their day-to-day experiences, suggesting that the individual’s
mind is a mirrored representation of their reality. Furthermore, Galbin (2014) makes an
illustration of this using world maps as a metaphor, stating that everyone’s map of the world
differs as we all experience and view the same world differently. Thus, with each experience
and interaction one goes through, new routes and details are added, removed, or replaced,
resulting in a unique mapped experience for all individuals. Social constructionism, on the
other hand, challenges the idea of an objective reality, arguing that reality is socially
constructed, focusing on the interactive process between society and the individual and how
this in turn shapes our perspectives and beliefs (Galbin, 2014). Social constructionists believe
that at the core of this interactive process are key concepts such as social constructs, language,

and culture, which are paramount to our cognisance of ourselves and the world around us.

The work of Berger and Luckmann (1991), “The Social Construction of Reality”, is
widely recognised as being foundational to the development of social constructionism. In this
regard, it is important to note that they acknowledge the influence of interpretivism on their
thinking. In common with the interpretivist way of thinking, constructionists share their
approach concerning the process through which meanings are constructed, maintained, or
modified within society. For instance, understanding society’s reality by studying the lived
experiences of those in it (Andrews, 2012). Reality is a social construct that is independent of
our free will, and knowledge should be viewed as the characteristics that solidify that which is
real (Berger & Luckmann, 1991). Despite the aforementioned, Berger and Luckmann (1991)
agree with interpretivism that what is considered real and what constitutes knowledge differs
depending on the social context and should therefore be considered (i.e., what is real to an
atheist might not be real to a priest). In relation, social constructionists believe that it is the
shared realities and experiences of individuals within a group that, on a larger scale, constructs
the realities of that group. As a result, how we relate to ourselves and the world around us
cannot solely be attributed to inherent, pre-existing factors such as gender, race, and genetics
(Galbin, 2014). This social phenomenon can be understood through the lens of Berger and
Luckmann (1991). For instance, they believed that when an individual has an idea or concept
and brings that idea into existence by telling a story, posting a tweet, or painting a picture, it is

seen as a form of externalisation (i.e., the idea that men should not cut their hair). Once the idea

22



has been externalised it now enters the social realm, where it is shared by various people. It is
through this process of social interaction that the idea becomes a part of the people’s objective
consciousness, taking on a sense of reality within their social sphere and being seen as a form
of objectivation. Now that the idea has become a part of the collective's belief system, the
process of internalisation takes place. This is when future generations who are born into that
society or environment internalise such social constructs as a part of their nature and existence,
i.e., they grow up with the belief that men should not cut their hair (Galbin, 2014). Thus,
understanding the fundamental role of social constructs, language, and culture within the
framework of social constructionism is important, as these constructs are the shared
understandings, norms, and ideas created by societies that influence how people perceive and

interpret the world around them.

Central to social constructionism is the concept that reality is not an objective truth but
is instead constructed through social interactions and language. Social constructs, such as
gender, race, class, and institutions like marriage or money, are not inherent or fixed but are
developed and maintained by society’s collective beliefs and behaviours (Galbin, 2014). These
constructs significantly influence people’s perceptions, behaviours, and interactions. For
instance, the construct of gender determines societal expectations, roles, and behaviours
deemed appropriate for males and females (Berger & Luckmann, 1991). Social constructionism
also highlights the power dynamics involved in the creation and maintenance of social
constructs. Dominant groups within society such as religious institutions, and universities,
often have the authority to define and enforce certain constructs, influencing societal norms
and marginalizing those who do not conform. Moreover, social constructs are not static but
fluid in nature and evolve with time. Changes in societal beliefs, values, and power structures
can lead to shifts in these constructs, challenging existing norms and creating new

understandings of reality (Gusfield, 1996).

Social constructionism sees social interaction, which is essentially the exchange of
language, as the primary method by which we create social constructs. Within this framework,
language serves as the primary tool for constructing and conveying meaning within a society,
influencing the way individuals perceive, interpret, and interact with the world (Andrews,
2012). Firstly, language enables the creation and transmission of shared meanings and symbols
within a community. Through language, individuals assign significance to concepts, objects,
and experiences, contributing to the formation of collective understandings. For instance,

words like ‘freedom,” ‘justice,” or ‘gender’ hold distinct meanings shaped by cultural,
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historical, and social contexts (Berger & Luckmann, 1991). Moreover, language constructs
perpetuate social norms, values, and identities. It shapes our understanding of societal roles,
expectations, and power dynamics. Linguistic terms encapsulate societal beliefs about gender,
race, class, and more, shaping the boundaries and expectations of these categories. For instance,
gendered pronouns reinforce societal norms about masculinity and femininity (Berger &
Luckmann, 1991). Additionally, language influences perception by framing and shaping how
individuals comprehend reality. Different linguistic frameworks or vocabularies may lead to
varied interpretations of events or phenomena. The choice of words can either reinforce or
challenge established norms and power structures. For instance, using the phrase
‘undocumented immigrant’ versus ‘illegal alien’ presents different perspectives on
immigration (Berger & Luckmann, 1991). Furthermore, language within social
constructionism is not merely a tool for communication but an active agent in creating social
realities. Language shapes our thoughts, actions, and interactions; through discourse,
individuals negotiate meaning, engage in social practices, and create shared realities (Andrews,

2012).

According to Berger and Luckmann (1991), culture is one such shared reality, and it
plays a pivotal role in social constructionism. In social constructionism, culture is an active
agent in shaping individual and collective perceptions of reality. At its core, social
constructionism suggests that individuals make sense of their reality through socially
constructed meanings that are deeply rooted in cultural contexts. Culture encompasses the
shared beliefs, norms, and symbols of a society and provides them with the lens through which
individuals interpret and assign meaning to their experiences. It influences the creation and
maintenance of social categories, identities, and institutions. Cultural practices and rituals
contribute to the construction of reality by reinforcing and perpetuating specific social norms
(Berger & Luckmann, 1991). Language, a key factor in culture, not only serves as a tool for
communication but also shapes thought patterns and constructs the social world. The meanings
attached to words and concepts are not universal but are negotiated and agreed upon within
specific cultural contexts (Andrews, 2012). Moreover, social constructionism acknowledges
the role of power dynamics within culture. Different groups and individuals possess varying
degrees of influence in defining and shaping social realities (Gusfield, 1996). Cultural
hegemony, where the dominant culture imposes its values and norms on others, is a central
concept in understanding how certain perspectives become more widely accepted and

institutionalized. Understanding the interplay between culture and social constructionism is
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crucial for comprehending how individuals navigate their world and how societies perpetuate,

and challenge established norms and realities (Berger & Luckmann, 1991).

However, in addition, social constructionism is most notably critiqued for its relativistic
stance and has been labelled as 'anti-realist' and ‘non-theoretical’. This is because social
constructionists take on both an objective and subjective approach to reality in the sense that
they believe the reality of nature to be objective but that the reality of humanity is subjective,
i.e., multiple realities exist within the realm of humans, and they are all seen as meaningful
(Galbin, 2014). According to Andrews (2012), it was argued that if the subjective accounts of
all individuals are legitimate and useful to the research at hand, then their claims are valid and
need to be treated as such. It is due to this fact that Berger and Luckmann (1991) were confined
to epistemological claims only. The problem that arises with this is that since social
constructionists do not produce findings that are objective in nature, their findings might end
up being discredited unless they are presented in a well-constructed, thought-provoking

argument that promotes change (Andrews, 2012).

3.3. Relevance of Social Constructionism in the Study

Concerning PIU and SUD, understanding the role of social constructs, language, and
culture within social constructionism is central in critically analysing how societies shape
perceptions, behaviours, and identities. It encourages one to question and deconstruct
established belief systems, acknowledging that what is considered ‘normal’ or ‘natural’ is often
socially constructed rather than inherently true. This in turn opens avenues for exploring
diverse perspectives, challenging biases, and promoting social change by re-evaluating and
reconstructing existing constructs to create more inclusive and equitable societies (Galbin,
2014). As a result, the use of the social constructionist method concerning the modern
experience of PIU and SUD during COVID-19 could find one questioning the social
constructions of each phenomenon and to what extent they are influenced by cultural and
societal factors. Furthermore, one might find that the definition and understanding of each
phenomenon may vary across cultures, emphasizing the role of social context. For instance, in
the case of SUD, one could look at the approach of Gusfield (1996), who looked at the
construction of alcoholism within various societies, emphasizing the role of cultural practices
and public policies in shaping our understanding of alcohol addiction. Here he delved into how
and why certain conditions came about being defined as social problems, the history and

development of the problem, the various regulations that were put into place to prevent these
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social problems from occurring, as well as the measures used to reinforce the adherence of
these regulations. He also examined the ways in which various cultural practices and norms
influenced people’s actions and beliefs concerning these social problems on an individual and
communal level (Gusfield, 1996). As a result, recognising the social construction of these
phenomena can lead to more nuanced and empathetic approaches to addressing them,
considering the complex interplay of individual experiences and the societal influences at hand.
The researcher further motivates the use and relevance of this theory in this study by

considering the following:

This study recognises by virtue of studying men, that the concept of masculinity is a
social construct influenced by cultural norms and expectations rather than innate biological
traits. This means that all the behaviour that men exhibit is a result of societal influences and
expectations rather than being predetermined by their biology. Men from early childhood are
socialised to embody certain traits that are considered acceptable by society and that define
who and what it is to be a man. In various societies, these traits include attributes such as
strength, independence, and emotional stoicism (Neilson et al., 2020; Schlichthorst et al.,
2019). This socialisation process can lead to toxic masculinity, where men feel pressure to
conform to harmful stereotypes to fit in with societal expectations. Men who have substance
use disorders and problematic internet use might use drugs, or alcohol, or internet (i.e., social
media) as a coping mechanism to conform to societal expectations of masculinity, since
substance use is often associated with traits like toughness and emotional suppression (Kuper
et al., 2010; Mohajerin et al., 2013; Schick et al., 2020). Another study by Sun et al. (2020) in
China found that three coping behaviours (internet, alcohol, and smoking) during the COVID-
19-related crisis appeared to have increased the risk for substance use disorders and internet
addiction. Furthermore, the onset of excessive internet and gaming usage may function as a
means of avoiding other life challenges or setbacks (Ballabio et al., 2017; Kardefelt-Winther,
2014). Since addiction is often stigmatised (Hinshaw, 2023), for men, it can be seen as a sign
of weakness. Gender-based expectations for what constitutes “masculine” behaviour can put
men at an added risk of substance abuse (Reidy et al., 2016). Many men are socialised to believe
that seeking help shows weakness rather than strength (McKenzie et al., 2018). This can then
lead to feelings of shame and isolation, making it difficult for men to seek help for their
substance use or internet use challenges. Thus, gender significantly influences the

development, maintenance, and treatment of substance abuse and problematic internet use. The
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social constructs surrounding masculinity are inseparable from the addictions experienced by

men.

The constructs of problematic internet use and substance use disorder are complex
social constructs rather than fixed medical diagnoses. These constructs encompass a range of
actions and experiences that are shaped by societal expectations, cultural norms, and personal
circumstances. Understanding PIU and SUD as social constructs highlights the importance of
nuanced approaches that consider multiple perspectives, contextual factors, and the dynamic
nature of human behaviour, in this case, men. Social constructionism highlights the role of
social interactions in categorising problematic behaviours. This study considered how these
behaviours are labelled, stigmatised, or normalised within various societies and how these
labels influence self-perception and behaviour. Certain narratives or stereotypes about gender,
masculinity, and technology influence the perception and treatment of problematic internet use
and substance use disorder (Klingemann & Klingemann, 2023; Santoniccolo et al., 2023).
Societal norms around masculinity, such as expectations of emotional stoicism or risk-taking
behaviour, influence men’s engagement in both internet use and substance use (Amin et al.,
2018; Ezeugwu& Ojedokun, 2020; Parent et al., 2019). Similarly, structural factors such as
access to resources, socioeconomic status, and cultural values can also shape patterns of PIU
and SUD among men. Lai and Kwan (2017) discovered, using a Hong Kong sample, that
having a higher educated father and a high-income family was associated with problematic
internet use, whereas having a higher educated mother appeared to be protective. Families,
peers, and communities thus contribute to the construction of problematic internet use and
substance abuse. Furthermore, if these behaviours are normalised or encouraged within social
circles, individuals are more likely to engage in excessive internet use and substance use
without recognising them as problematic. The use of the internet and substances has been
widely “accepted” in societies across the world. Being technologically savvy is most desirable
among societies, and those who are not knowledgeable or doesn’t use social media, for

example, are considered outdated or out of touch with modern society.

In some societies, certain substances have been widely accepted and even celebrated,
while in others, they have been heavily stigmatised and criminalised (Ahern, 2007; Crocq,
2007). Further to this, television advertisements and music videos always use role models (TV
personalities, influencers, or actors and actresses) when advertising alcohol brands, which then
reinforces the idea that consuming alcohol is glamorous and desirable. This can have a

significant impact on young viewers, who are more susceptible to influence and peer pressure.
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This can contribute to the normalisation of alcohol consumption among youth, leading to
potential negative consequences such as underage drinking and alcohol abuse. This societal
pressure to constantly be connected and online or use substances can exacerbate feelings of
isolation and fear of missing out, which also shows the importance of the construction and use
of language and how it influences people in societies, for those who struggle with internet and

substance addiction.

Cultural norms and values also play a significant role in shaping perceptions of
problematic internet use and substance use. Excessive internet use can be seen as a sign of
productivity and success, as well as a form of escapism or addiction. For example, in societies
where productivity and self-discipline are highly valued, excessive internet use is stigmatized
and seen as a sign of weakness or a lack of self-control (Zahrai et al., 2022). On the contrary,
in societies where technology and connectivity are highly encouraged, excessive internet use
is normalized and even celebrated. Similarly, in cultures where alcohol consumption is a
common social activity, moderate drinking is viewed as acceptable, while excessive drinking
is seen as problematic. Substance use is accepted or even encouraged in certain cultural settings
(Nwagu et al., 2017; Unger, 2014). Culture determines, what mostly constitutes acceptable
foods and drinks in many societies. In many societies, the use of any substance is socially
accepted or rejected depending on the socio-cultural values and norms of the people (Nwagu
et al., 2017). These cultural norms surrounding food and drink can greatly influence individual
behaviours and choices. The excessive use of the internet and substance abuse are thus
understood, defined, and labelled through social interactions, cultural norms, and societal
values. What constitutes “problematic” internet use or “excessive” substance use can differ
across cultural and societal contexts. Using the DSM, which diagnoses behavioural and
substance addiction as disorders, as well as their own research and experience, psychologists
and researchers have also come to an agreement on what defines normal and abnormal use of
substances and the internet. Patterns in behaviour are identified and classified using language
and specific criteria, which determine when internet use and substance use become
problematic. Psychologists and researchers have also thus shaped a discourse around these
behaviours, and this reinforces the social construction that internet addiction as well as

substance addiction are global concerns.
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3.4. Conclusion

The social construction of addiction plays a significant role in shaping societal attitudes
towards the internet and substance use, with cultural and societal norms influencing perceptions
of what is considered acceptable behaviour. Additionally, the accessibility and availability of
technology and substances can further contribute to the normalisation of excessive internet and
substance use in certain societies. Social constructionism therefore makes it important to
understand how societal norms and values influence the development and maintenance of

addictive behaviours.
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CHAPTER 4

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

4.1. Introduction
This chapter presents a discussion of the research methodology utilised in the study. It
includes an explanation of the procedure followed in a scoping review and concludes with

ethical considerations regarding the chosen methodology.

4.2. Scoping Review

The current scoping review is underpinned by the protocol followed by systematic
reviews to ensure that the study is carried out in a transparent and rigorous manner throughout
the different stages of the review (Mays et al., 2001, as cited in Arksey & O’Malley, 2005).
The process should thus be thoroughly documented to enable the study’s replication by other
researchers. This ensures that the findings are reliable and responds to any concerns that the
study lacks methodological rigour. Although the first framework for conducting scoping
reviews was published by Arksey and O’Malley (2005), scoping reviews are a relatively new
methodology that does not have a clear definition or a definitive method yet (Khalil et al., 2016;
Levac et al., 2010; Peters et al., 2021a, Peters et al., 2021b). The concept of a scoping review
is to provide a comprehensive review of the literature related to a particular topic. However,
until recently, it has been less emphasised as a technique for mapping the literature. Scoping
reviews thus have great utility when it comes to synthesising research evidence due to their
ability to map out the existing literature on a particular subject in terms of its volume, features,
and nature (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). A scoping review is typically utilised when there is a
body of literature that has not yet been thoroughly examined and it exhibits a heterogeneous or
complex nature (Khalil et al., 2016). While a systematic review is usually focused on a well-
defined research question where appropriate study designs can be identified beforehand, a
scoping review is more likely to address broader topics where multiple study designs may be

applicable (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005).

Several authors, such as Arksey and O’Malley (2005), Peters et al. (2021b), and Munn et
al. (2022), discuss the various common reasons why a scoping review could be chosen as a

methodological framework:
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e To identify gaps within a body of research.

e To summarise and disseminate the research findings on a particular topic.

e As a precursor to a systematic review, where a preliminary mapping might be
performed to ascertain whether a full systematic review is feasible or relevant.

e To assess the scope, range, and nature of research activity. Although this type of rapid
review might not provide a comprehensive analysis of the research findings, it is still a
useful way to map fields of study where it is hard to determine the range of materials

that might be available.

Thus, given the complexity of PIU and SUD, undertaking a scoping review appears to be
the most appropriate method to synthesise the literature on these phenomena. Although a
plethora of studies exist within the literature, there still appears to be much confusion around

these two phenomena in terms of their relationship, particularly within the literature on PIU.

4.3. Main Characteristics

Due to the necessity of evidence-based practice, particularly within healthcare, a rapid
growth in literature-based review research formats has resulted in the identification of
approaches that share the same characteristics, such as collecting, evaluating, and presenting
available literature on a topic (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). While systematic reviews are
regarded as having the highest rank in the evidence hierarchy, the types of questions they
address do not always apply to every application (Peters et al., 2021a). Thus, for certain
indications, a scoping review is more appropriate. For example, to thoroughly assess the scope
and nature of a body of literature, to identify gaps in the literature, and to inform future research
(Peters et al., 2021a; Peters et al., 2021b). Moreover, a scoping review is particularly useful
when there is substantial proof of widespread and diverse types of evidence, and it is not yet
feasible to question the effectiveness of the available evidence such as in the case of PIU and
SUD among men. Thus, it is ideal to undertake a scoping review when the research questions
or objectives involve the mapping, gathering, identifying, and reporting of various
characteristics and concepts from different sources or when the research is focused on a broad

evidence base.

A scoping review is a type of evidence synthesis that aims to identify and map relevant
evidence that meets pre-determined inclusion criteria for a given topic, issue, or context (Peters

et al., 2021a). A scoping review’s question is broader than that of a typical systematic review
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which usually addresses the effectiveness of a given intervention or people’s experiences of a
particular phenomenon of interest. Thus, a scoping review can include various types of
evidence, such as primary research, non-empirical evidence, and multiple research
methodologies. Since scoping reviews are more focused on developing an overall
comprehensive summary of the evidence rather than a quantitative or qualitative synthesis of
the data, it does not usually necessitate carrying out risk assessment or appraisal procedures of
the various sources included in a scoping review (Peters et al., 2021a). The standards for
conducting a scoping review are like those used for systematic reviews in the sense that they
should also be based on well-defined methodological guidance and reporting standards, which
include a priori protocol, eligibility criteria, and a comprehensive search strategy (Peters et al.,
2021a). Reproducible and transparent methods are important factors that can help enhance the
quality of a scoping review. It shows that the review adheres to the accepted guidelines and
methodologies and consistently produces and reports results that are in line with a recognised
methodology or checklist, which ultimately enhances rigour and utility. Through a scoping
review, end users can gain insight into the various characteristics of an evidence body and the
way a topic has been covered in the literature. A scoping review can provide an overview of a
broad or specific policy or research field, identify gaps in the literature, help develop research

agendas, and provide insight into areas for future evidence syntheses.

4.4. Methodological Approach

The use of a scoping review as a methodological approach has increased significantly since
it was first introduced by Arksey and O’Malley (2005). The latest, most up to date and most
advanced approach used when reporting scoping reviews uses the Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses Extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR),
which is largely based on a PRISMA statement and checklist, the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI)
methodological guidance, and other approaches for undertaking scoping reviews (Peters et al.,
2021a). As a result, the present study was thus guided by the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) of
evidence synthesis as the proposed methodological approach of this scoping review, which is
based on earlier work by Arksey and O’Malley (2005) and Levac et al. (2010). Khalil et al.
(2016) outline the various steps that serve as a guideline when undertaking a scoping review

based on the JBI approach. According to Khalil et al. (2016), these stages are:

1. Identifying the research question by clarifying and linking the purpose and question.
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2. Identifying the relevant studies using a three-step literature search to balance feasibility
with breadth and comprehensiveness.

3. Careful selection of the studies using a team approach.

4. Extracting and charting the data in tabular and narrative format.

5. Collating the results to identify the implications of the study findings for policy,

practice, or research.

4.4.1. Stage 1: Identifying the Research Question

The review objective(s) and specific question(s) should be clearly stated. They should
be able to provide a comprehensive view of the study’s scope and goals. They should also be
aligned with the title and direct the development of a set of inclusion criteria. The review’s aim

and objectives are outlined below:
Aim of the Study

The increasing popularity of internet use has led to an increasing number of reports
highlighting the potential negative consequences of overuse, such as substance use. Thus, the
study aimed to synthesise the literature on PIU and SUD, including the way in which they

affect men, given that prior research has predominantly focused on women.
Objectives of the Study
The following were the objectives of the study:

e To explore what type of research has been conducted on PIU and SUD among men.

e To synthesise research on the most common SUDs among men with PIU.

e To synthesise literature on PIU and SUD to determine its effect on men .

e To explore the association between PIU and SUD in adult men.

Furthermore, the review question should also include information about the participants,
the main concept or focus, and the context of the review. Therefore, per JBI’s scoping review
manual, the PCC mnemonic is recommended as a guide to systematically construct a research
question when conducting a scoping review, which stands for Population, Concept and
Context. Thus, the following research question was formulated based on the above PCC
framework: What does existing literature reveal about problematic internet use and substance

use disorder among adult men?
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4.4.2. Stage 2: Identifying the Relevant Studies

In line with their broad focus, scoping reviews generally include any existing literature that
is relevant to the topic, such as text or opinion papers, guidelines, systematic reviews and meta-
analyses (Khalil et al., 2016). The inclusion criteria decided upon for the review should clearly
explain which sources will be considered for inclusion in the scoping review. The inclusion

criteria for this scoping review were:

e English articles

e Full text studies

e Peer reviewed articles

e 18-35-year-old men

e Studies that mention PIU and SUD in men or broadly
e Published 10 years on the topic (from 2014)

The process for searching studies for a scoping review uses the same three-step approach
as for a standard JBI systematic review. From a practical point of view, important decisions
needed to be made about the coverage of the review in terms of time span and language. The

three-step approach to identifying the relevant studies is thus outlined below:

Search Strategy

The search strategy was carried out in three phases, as below:

Phase One: Keywords
Table 1

The identification of initial keywords

Keywords Men and PIU PIU and Substance Use Internet
Disorder Addiction and
Substances

Databases

Web of Science X X

Psych Info X X X

Science Direct X X

Scopus X X
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The same key words were used across all databases to search the relevant literature to allow
for consistency (“men and PIU”; “PIU and Substance Use Disorder”; “Internet Addiction and

Substances™).
Phase Two: Search Engines

The following databases were utilised to source out articles for this scoping review. These
databases are commonly used in the discipline of psychology and hold access to peer-reviewed
and accredited journal articles.

Table 2

Electronic Databases

Database Accessed Not accessed
Psych Info X
Scopus X
Web of Science X
Science Direct X

Phase Three: Grey Literature

Grey literature was also explored for additional information for inclusion in the study.
Mahood et al. (2014) define grey literature by its core characteristics, such as “not produced
for commercial publication, not available through standard distribution means, no standard
bibliographic controls, not peer-reviewed, ephemeral, and historically difficult to find” (p. 2).
Other definitions exist, such as “anything that won’t stand up on a shelf on its own”, which
include dissertations, conference proceedings, reports, book chapters, magazine articles,
newsletters, and blogs, to name a few, but not limited to these (Mahood et al., 2014, p. 2). Grey
literature allowed for the review of a wider scope of literature to gain a deeper understanding
of the available evidence on the research topic, which increased the number of sources

contributing to the findings.

4.4.3. Stage 3: Study Selection

Depending on the question and purpose of the review, authors may find it most
appropriate to search for all sources, which could, for example, be qualitative, quantitative,
textual, or opinion (Khalil et al., 2016). This approach is often preferred when carrying out a
scoping review to avoid potential omissions of important data, as the goal of the review is

ultimately to map the existing literature on a particular topic. Thus, the process of reviewing
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the literature guided by the inclusion criteria as outlined above was achieved through three

screening phases, as below:

Data Screening

Initial Screening (title)

Through the initial screening studies, those that did not meet the inclusion criteria were

excluded, including:

Studies conducted prior to 2014
Studies that were in a different language other than English
Studies that made no mention of PIU and/or SUD

Studies that focus on men below the age of 18 years

A o

Studies that were not full text or peer reviewed articles

Second Screening Phase (title and abstract)

The abstracts were examined and read through for additional inclusion of the studies relevant

to the research topic (mentioning PIU and/or SUD) during the second screening phase.
Third Screening Phase (full text assessed for eligibility)

The third and final screening phase involved reading the entire article to determine whether it
supported the research question. The data screening and selection are illustrated in Appendix
2 for further reference. An independent reviewer was utilised during the selection process to
ensure credibility and reduce any bias within the review. Figure 1 of the PRISMA Flow Chart

shown below provides a summary of the entire selection process.

Figure 1
PRISMA Flow Chart
[ Identification of studies via databases
Records identified from*: Records removed before
c Databases (n = 749) screening:
-..% Duplicate records removed
o Psych Info = 238 (n=54)
= Science Direct = 187 Records marked as ineligible
5 Scopus = 55 by automation tools AND
= Web of Science = 269 Records removed for other
reasons (n = 16 555)

!
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Records screened Records excluded™*
—>
(n = 695) (n=668)
Records excluded with reasons

m —

E Full-text articles assessed for (n=11)

= A

< eligibility Reason 1: study found a relationship

@ (n =27) between PIU and SUD, but only focusing on
females
Reason 2: the study focuses on adolescent
internet use and substance abuse
Reason 3: the study focuses on adolescent
victims of cyberbullying who use drugs

—_ Reason 4: emphasis is on using the mobile

app as an alcohol abuse intervention

K Reason 5: the research focuses on

3 Studies included in review adolescents (n =7)

($)

£ (n = 16)

4.4.4. Stage 4: Presenting the Data

The number of studies that were selected for inclusion in the review should be reported.
A narrative description of the process should also accompany the search decision flowchart
(Khalil et al., 2016), as illustrated above. A flow chart should also detail the various steps
involved in the process, such as the study selection, the removal of duplicates, the full retrieval,
and the final summary presentation. The extraction of data for a scoping review is referred to
as “charting the results” and should be a summary of the results displayed as a logical and
descriptive representation of the findings that align with the objectives and questions of the
review (Khalil et al., 2016). A draft charting table should be created as part of the review
process to capture key information about the study, such as the various characteristics of the
studies included in the study and their relevance to the research question. The following types
of information may be extracted: author(s), year of publication, source origin, country of origin,
aims, purpose, study population and sample size (if applicable), methodology, intervention
type and comparator (if applicable), concept, duration of the intervention (if applicable), how
outcomes are measured, and key findings that relate to the review question (Khalil et al., 2016).
A Microsoft Excel sheet was created to document this step, which included columns for the
author, year, title, journal name, volume, design, size, location, gender, age range, and

conclusions of the studies included and those excluded, with reasons provided where an article
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did not meet the eligibility criteria for inclusion in the write-up. A summarised version
documenting this step is illustrated in Appendix 3, which displays only the studies included in

the final review.

4.4.5. Stage 5: Collating the Results

After the results have been collated, consideration should be given to the conclusions
that were derived from the included studies. The conclusion should be consistent with the main
objective(s) or research question(s) based on the results of the review. According to Arksey
and O’Malley (2005), scoping reviews require some analytic framework or thematic
construction to provide a narrative account of the existing literature. However, according to
Peters et al. (2021b) the process of analysing and extracting data during a scoping review is
also largely dependent on the specific requirements of the review and the creativity and
judgment of the authors. The most important aspect, though, when it comes to the analysis and
extraction of data is the clarity of the approach taken by the authors using transparent and
explicit methods, which includes clearly communicating the rationale for the approach and
reporting clearly on the extracted data and analyses. Given the above, thematic analysis was
thus utilised in this study. Thematic analysis provides a rich and detailed yet complex account
of data, examining different perspectives as well as highlighting similarities, differences, and
gaps in the literature (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Nowell et al., 2017). It is a method of identifying,
analysing, and reporting themes within data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The analysis was guided
by Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six steps: namely, familiarisation of the data, generating codes,
searching for themes, reviewing the themes, defining, and naming them, and then reproducing
the report. Thus, thematic analysis is appropriate for this study because of its usefulness in
summarising the key features of the large data set and providing a comprehensive description

thereof.

Phase 1: Data Familiarisation

During this phase, it is important to immerse yourself completely in the data set to
ensure that you're familiar with its breadth and depth (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Doing so will
allow you to identify patterns and meanings in the information. Before you start coding, it's
ideal that you read through the entire set once. You can then proceed with the more formal

process of coding.
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Phase 2: Generation of Initial Codes

Phase two begins once you have thoroughly read through and familiarised yourself with
all the data from the selected articles and have begun to form an idea of what is contained
within the data. Thus, this phase involves the creation of initial codes, which represent the
features of the data that caught your attention (Braun & Clarke, 2006). These codes identify
the basic elements of the data that appear interesting to the researcher and can then be assessed

in a meaningful way to evaluate the phenomena of interest.

Phase 3: Searching and Reviewing of Themes

After all the data has been coded and organized, the third phase begins. During this
phase, which is re-focused on analysing the broader aspects of the data set (themes rather than
the codes), you will need to sort the various codes into potential themes and organising all the
coded data extracts within the identified themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Essentially, you
should be able to identify the possible combinations of codes that can serve as the basis for an

overall theme.

Phase 4: Reviewing Themes

The fourth phase involves the refinement of the set of candidate themes. During this
stage, it will be apparent that some may not be suitable as themes, and others may be created
by collapsing multiple themes into one (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This is usually done over two
levels, where you read all the coded data extracts for each theme and determine if they create
coherent patterns (Level 1). If they do, you move onto level two, which involves a similar
process but in relation to the entire data set, where the validity of the individual themes is
considered. This phase involves reviewing the entire data set for two reasons: to see if there
are any themes that work well in relation to the data set, and to code additional data for missing

themes from earlier coding stages (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

Phase 5: Defining and Naming Themes

You then need to define and further refine the themes that will be presented for the
analysis and begin by analysing the data within them. This step will help you identify the
elements of each theme and determine what aspects of the data each theme captures (Braun &
Clarke, 2006). The identified themes were PIU prevalence among men, behavioural and
substance related addictions, PIU and mental health disorders, the psychological consequences

of PIU and substance use, and lastly, risk factors related to the development of PIU and SUD.
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Phase 6: Producing the Findings

After you have identified the themes that will be used for your analysis, the next step is
to create the final analysis and write-up of the report. The write-up should provide an interesting
and concise account of the story that will be told about the data that you collected and should
also contain sufficient evidence of the multiple themes that will be featured in the analysis
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). The goal is not only to provide the data but also to tell a story about
the data while making an argument in relation to the research question. Following the
conclusion derived from the data analysis, recommendations for enhancing the quality of future

research that are based on the gaps identified in the review’s findings can be provided.

4.5. Quality and Rigour
Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) model of trustworthiness was utilised in this study as a
framework to ensure quality and rigour which consists of four components, namely, credibility,

transferability, dependability, and confirmability.
Credibility

Credibility refers to whether the result of the research is believable, and according to
Shenton (2004), credibility seeks to ensure that studies measure what is intended. This depends
greatly on the quality of the research gathered rather than the amount of information gathered.
Frequent debriefing sessions between the researcher and supervisor helped to ensure
credibility. By doing so other experiences and perceptions, such as those of the supervisor,
were considered, widening the vision of the researcher. Discussions with the supervisor also
brought various flaws and the researcher’s own biases and preferences to light, allowing the
researcher to address them appropriately (Shenton, 2004). An independent review that formed

part of the study selection was also utilised in the examination of the included studies.
Dependability

According to Shenton (2004), dependability refers to whether the conclusions made
would still be consistent if the study were to be repeated with the same subject matter or in a
similar context. Dependability was ensured by using the audit trail technique, which is when
the researcher is transparent with their thoughts and decision-making processes by using the
research steps taken from the start to the reporting of the findings, which will allow any
observer to trace the course of the research step-by-step (Shenton, 2004). As such, this review

used transparent and rigour methods at every stage of the methodological approach. The
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manner in which data was collected, screened, and analysed was clearly documented in the
various steps recommended when undertaking a scoping review, such that the study may be

replicated by another researcher.
Confirmability

Confirmability refers to the degree to which the results are exclusively based on the
research data being investigated, without any bias or beliefs of the researcher (Shenton, 2004).
Confirmability was through the reflexivity technique, in which the researcher kept a reflective
diary highlighting any personal feelings and challenges experienced while conducting the
research. The researcher also kept records of the rationale behind their methodological
decisions and reflections based on what was happening with regards to the researchers’ own

values, beliefs, and interests.
Transferability

Transferability refers to the degree to which the findings of the study can be generalised
to larger populations and whether the findings can be applied to other contexts and settings
(Shenton, 2004). A thick description was employed to ensure transferability, which is
describing a particular phenomenon in sufficient detail to evaluate whether the conclusions are

transferable to other contexts and situations, according to Lincoln and Guba (1985).

4.6. Blinding

In this section, blinding was considered to address concerns raised by observational
research. Blinding is frequently employed to evaluate the risk of bias in these kinds of
investigations. Blinding refers to the exclusion of journal house name, author name, institutions
that employ the authors, and study sources of funding in the data characteristics in which data
extracted from the selected articles is organised (De Vet et al., 2005). The researcher, however,
chose to include the authors and journal publishers. The reason being that, although blinding
may reduce bias, information on journal publishers and authors and associated impact factors
1s an important criterion for quality assessment. See Appendix 3 for further credibility and to

provide context for the study’s findings.

4.7. Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval for this study was granted by the Rhodes University Ethical Standards

Committee (RUESC). The scoping review did not include active participants in the sampling
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and recruitment of the studies. Thus, informed consent was not required. Moreover, the
researcher had access to the databases being utilised, and some are publicly available. In
addition, as the review consists of analysing secondary data, no permission was required to use
the data found in the studies, as they are published and openly available to the public. An
important consideration that needs to be considered is avoiding plagiarism, whereby the

researcher is required to sufficiently acknowledge the authors of the literature.

4.8. Conclusion

This chapter looked at the methodological approach employed in carrying out the
scoping review using the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses Extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) framework. The chapter then went
on to explain the process of collecting, screening, analysing, and producing the data relevant
to the research question in a systematic, documented manner using a 5-stage process. The
PRISMA Flow Chart consolidated the results produced from the entire selection process. The
chapter ended by looking at the four components necessary to assess and ensure quality and

rigour within qualitative research.
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CHAPTER 5

INTERPRETATION OF THE FINDINGS

5.1.Introduction

This review sought to identify and analyse both the phenomena of PIU and SUD separately,
as well as the likely connection between the two, with a particular focus on men. The scoping
review aimed to answer one main question that has been formulated using the JBI’s PCC
framework: “What does existing literature reveal about PIU and SUD among adult men?” The
analysis of the reviewed articles selected for this study sheds light on the various factors
contributing to both PIU and SUD, with respect to the way in which they affect adult men. An
analysis of the articles showed a large focus on gender differences in addiction patterns,
vulnerability to PIU across age groups, associations between substance use, and behavioural
addictions, PIU and mental health disorders, the psychological consequences of PIU and
substance use, and the various risk factors associated with the development of PIU and SUD.
Therefore, this section of the chapter addresses the most common and predominant themes
from the selected studies, including the theoretical underpinning, which will encompass a
narrative explanation of how the study employed social constructionism and its underlying
assumptions to present the findings. The social construction of addiction plays a significant
role in shaping societal attitudes towards the use of the internet and substance use with cultural
and societal norms influencing perceptions of what is considered acceptable behaviour.
Understanding PIU and SUD as social constructs highlights the importance of nuanced
approaches that consider multiple perspectives, contextual factors, and the dynamic nature of
how men behave in these contexts. Therefore, it is important to understand how societal norms
and values influence the development and maintenance of addictive behaviours such as PIU

and SUD, which will be discussed in depth in the subsequent sections.

5.2. Overview of Emergent Themes

The themes identified from the reviewed studies were obtained using Braun and Clarke’s
(2006) thematic analysis. The current study explored the link between PIU and substance use
disorder among adult men to understand and explore connections to improve treatment

outcomes.
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Table 3

Emergent Themes

Themes Subthemes
Theme 1  Higher prevalence rates of PIU Gender differences in addiction patterns
among men Vulnerability to PIU across age groups

Theme 2  Associations between substance use Associations between substance use
and behavioural addictions (such as smoking, alcohol, cannabis, and
cocaine) and PIU
Neurological similarities between
substance use and behavioural addictions
Theme 3 PIU, SUD, and mental health
disorders
Theme 4  Risk factors for the development of
PIU and SUD

5.3.Theme 1: Higher Prevalence Rates of PIU among Men

Concerns about PIU prevalence have grown in recent years as more and more studies have
been conducted to clarify the condition’s various symptoms and contributing variables. In all
the demographic groups studied, adult men have emerged as a notable group that exhibits
problematic internet usage patterns and vulnerability to PIU. In addition to determining the
extent of the problem, knowing the prevalence rates of PIU among adult men is important for
developing focused interventions and preventive measures that specifically address the
challenges that they experience. Therefore, this theme on PIU prevalence among adult men
looks at the complexity of PIU prevalence in adult males. Secondly, it looks at the gender
differences between women and men as well as the vulnerable age group for developing PIU.
According to studies conducted by Akpinar Aslan et al. (2021), Estevez et al. (2017), Hwang
et al. (2014), Marazziti et al. (2020), and Tomska et al. (2022), the results are consistent with
PIU being higher in men. The following excerpts illustrate how much more men are susceptible
to PIU as opposed to women, as well as the kind of addictions men are most likely to develop

when engaging online:

“Men were found to be at higher risk for potential alcohol dependence, pathological
gambling, gaming addiction, and sex/pornography addiction” (Akpinar Aslan et al.,
2021, p. 35)
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“Men were 3 times more likely to have potential pathological gambling, over 5 times
more likely to be at risk for high-risk gaming addiction, and over 7 times at higher risk

of high-risk sex/pornography addiction” (Akpinar Aslan et al., 2021, p. 38)

“In addition, gender differences were found...males scored significantly higher in

gambling disorder and video game addiction” (Estevez et al., 2017, p. 534)

“We restricted enrolment to male patients and healthy controls because males have a

higher prevalence of problematic internet use than females do” (Hwang et al., 2014, p.

2)

“PIU was significantly more present in men than women — generally, men spent more
time online than women, although the difference was not significant. However, those
subjects who were probably affected by PIU, according to the set point defined by us,
were predominantly men than women” (Marazziti et al., 2020, pp. 411-413)

“Indeed, men showed higher scores than women at different factors, such as social
withdrawal, abstraction from reality, loss of control, pornography addiction, ludopathy

and addiction to twitter” (Marazziti et al., 2020, p. 416)

“Men resulted to be more involved in online recreational activities whereas women
seemed more attracted to instant messaging and generally to social networks”

(Marazziti et al., 2020, p. 411)

“It has been shown that males aged 15-25 are more likely to become addicted to the
internet or online games — symptoms of addiction affect 21.4% of male gamblers and

9.1% of the women” (Tomska et al., 2022, p. 2)

As illustrated in the above quotes, men show higher levels of PIU than females.

Similarly, a study conducted by Kozybka et al. (2023) found significantly higher levels of PIU

in males than females. A cross-sectional study by Sayeed et al. (2021) found that from a sample

of 404 internet users (an almost equal proportion of male and female) over the age of 18 years,

PIU was significantly higher in males than female respondents. Similarly, a study by Zewde et
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al. (2022) found that about one-third of African university and high school students are addicted
to the internet, with male students residing in urban areas and spending over four hours daily

on the internet.

This higher prevalence could be attributed to variations in their online preferences and
activities. It has been reported that men are more likely than women to participate in specific
internet activities, such as gaming, which increases the possibility of harmful usage patterns
forming. Men also have higher rates of PIU, which can be attributed to the competitive nature
of certain online gaming environments. This is supported by Su et al. (2019), who state that
problematic internet use is prevalent and associated with negative measures of health
functioning, with males appearing more vulnerable than females. Personality types also
contribute to the differences in online behaviours (Kosinski et al., 2014). Introverted
individuals may prefer to engage in more passive activities such as reading or observing, while
extroverted individuals may be more likely to actively participate in online discussions and
seek social validation. Moreover, internet use is associated with loneliness and can help escape
and relieve stress for a short period of time to cope with the psychological distress of the

pandemic (Singh et al., 2021).

In addition to men’s variations in their online choices and activities, societal norms and
expectations also play a role in the higher prevalence of PIU among men. The types of online
activities that contribute to PIU often differ between men and women. Su et al. (2020) state
that males have often reported experiencing higher levels of problematic internet use in
comparison to women, but this differs in terms of the specific types of internet use. For
instance, men are more likely to present with IGD and women with overuse of social
networking sites, such as Facebook and Instagram. The differences in these online activities
are influenced by societal norms and gender roles. Men are more drawn to the competitive
nature of online gaming, while women find social media platforms as a means of connecting
and expressing themselves. Thus, this means that the experiences of both men and women
online differ due to their different preferences and motivations. These differences in online
activities can also be attributed to the ways in which men and women are socialised. For
instance, from a very young age, boys are often encouraged to participate in competitive

activities, while girls are encouraged to focus on building and maintaining relationships.

The various ways in which men and women navigate and use the internet highlight the

socially constructed nature of their online behaviours, reflecting and reinforcing societal
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expectations, norms, and roles associated with gender. Men from early childhood are socialised
to embody certain traits that are considered acceptable by society and that define who and what
it is to be a man. In various societies, these traits include attributes such as strength,
independence, and emotional stoicism (Neilson et al., 2020; Schlichthorst et al., 2019). These
gender differences in online behaviours can have significant consequences for individuals’
mental health and well-being. For example, excessive internet use among men is linked to
increased levels of aggression and competition (Tomska et al., 2022), while women are more
prone to experiencing cyberbullying and online harassment due to their focus on building
relationships (Marcum et al., 2012). Therefore, these societal expectations and gender roles
play a role in shaping the online behaviours of men and women, ultimately contributing to the

gender differences presented by various studies in PIU, which will be discussed further below.
5.3.1. Subtheme 1.1: Gender Differences in Addiction Patterns

Notably, while some studies indicate that there is more prevalence of PIU in men than in
women, others contradict this and reveal that women are more likely than men to exhibit PIU.
Studies by Akpinar Aslan et al. (2021), Laconi et al. (2018), and Henzel et al. (2021), highlight

notable gender differences in addictive behaviours as evidenced by the below excerpts:

“No statistically significant difference between men and women with regard to the rate
of pathological internet use” (Akpinar Aslan et al., 2021, p. 42)

“PIU was more prevalent among women in the respective samples, including the total
sample” (Laconi et al., 2018, p. 430)

“Evidence is somewhat inconclusive for gender differences, but several findings point
to a slight overrepresentation among female users” (Henzel et al., 2021, p. 3)

“No significant difference between men and women in regard to problematic use of
social media” (Henzel et al., 2021, p. §)

This contradictory evidence further motivates that although there are contrary findings on
whether males or females have the highest prevalence of PIU, there is substantial evidence that
also suggest that men have the highest prevalence. The findings that suggest that men are more
likely than women to have PIU emphasise how crucial it is to take gender dynamics into
account when evaluating, comprehending, and handling internet-related problems. This
highlights the need for further research to better understand the gender differences in PIU
prevalence in order to create effective preventative and intervention plans. Along with gender

differences, Tomska et al.’s (2022) findings that men between the ages of 15-25 are more likely
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than women to become addicted to the internet or online gaming highlight an important aspect
of PIU. This aspect suggests that certain demographic factors, such as age and gender, do play
a significant role in the development of PIU. This age specific vulnerability raises a question

about the factors that contribute to young men’s increased susceptibility.
5.3.2. Subtheme 1.2: Vulnerability to PIU across Age Groups

Many studies consistently demonstrate that vulnerability to PIU has different age-related
patterns, which emphasises the prevalence and susceptibility of PIU across different age groups
(Akpinar Aslan et al., 2021; Henzel et al., 2021; Singh et al., 2022; Tomska et al., 2022). The
following excerpts provide evidence for the age range being studied, which looked at men

between the ages 18 — 35 years:

“Mild nicotine addiction, PIU and possible smartphone addiction, food addiction and
gaming addiction were higher in the age group of 18-24 years than in older students”
(Akpinar Aslan et al., 2021, p. 35)

“Clear difference across age groups, with the highest percentage of problematic

internet users in the younger groups (16-39 years)” (Henzel et al., 2021, p. 8)

“PIU is most prevalent during emerging adulthood, a period marked by an
increase in psychiatric disorders, including substance use disorders (SUDs).” (Singh

etal, 2022, p. 307)

“Our research shows the age range 13-30 years, known to be the most vulnerable to

PIU and the related dangers” (Tomska et al., 2022, p. 6)

The study by Henzel et al. (2021) highlights a clear difference in PIU prevalence across
age groups, suggesting the highest percentage of problem users are in the younger
demographic, particularly those aged 16-39 years. This finding aligns with previous research
that has shown a higher risk of PIU among adolescents and young adults (Lakkunarajah et al.,
2022; Paulus et al., 2022). A study conducted by Giotakos et al. (2016), with most respondents
being male military personnel with a mean age of 32, found that the overuse of the internet was
associated with the development of an addiction to online gambling, followed by substance use

in general, and particularly the use of illicit drugs such as heroin and cocaine.
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However, it is important to note that PIU can affect people of any age. As evidenced by
the presence of PIU in older age groups (Hou et al., 2022; Rochat et al., 2021). The experiences
of younger people and older people online differ due to technological familiarity and digital
literacy. Children and adolescents of today’s generation have grown up in the digital age and
are more comfortable navigating online platforms and engaging in various online activities
(Reid Chassiakos et al., 2016). In addition, they are mostly exposed to social media platforms
such as Facebook, TikTok, Instagram, WhatsApp, and online gaming, which are the potential
risk factors for PIU (Cicek et al., 2023). On the other hand, adults might be less experienced
with technology and more cautious or limited in their online interactions. The different patterns
of internet use among age groups highlight the socially constructed nature of technology
adoption and online behaviour, reflecting the influence of societal norms, technological
accessibility, and generational attitudes toward digital engagement. For example, the
widespread use of social media platforms by younger age groups reflects the social construction
of digital communication norms, influencing how people in these groups interact and share
information online. The relationships between PIU and well-being suggest that older adults use
the internet mainly to cope with negative emotions or life dissatisfaction (Rochat et al., 2022).
This highlights the different motivations behind internet use across age groups, with younger
individuals embracing social media as a means of connection and self-expression, while older
adults may turn to the internet as a coping mechanism, information seeking or entertainment

(Stockdale & Coyne, 2020).

According to Singh et al.’s (2022) research, emerging adults, typically those between the
ages of 18-24, are especially vulnerable to developing PIU. Similarly, Akpinar Aslan’s et al.’s
(2021) research highlights greater rates of PIU, gaming addiction, probable smartphone
addiction, and mild nicotine addiction, particularly in the 18-24 age range. This age range
captures a significant portion of the population and emphasises the need for targeted
interventions for individuals in their late adolescence through early adulthood. The findings
suggest that the prevalence of PIU among adults is a growing concern. Moreover, the transition

from adolescence to adulthood is a critical period for addressing and preventing PIU.

5.4. Theme 2: Associations between Substance Use and Behavioural Addictions

This theme presents the similarities between substance and behavioural addictions. Adorjan
et al. (2021), Henzel et al. (2021), Hwang et al. (2014), Kotyuk et al. (2020), Lee et al. (2018),
Romer Thomsen et al. (2018), and Zsido et al. (2019) all share consistent results. These findings
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highlighted the interconnected nature of behavioural addictions, particularly internet addiction,
with substance-related dependencies, implying the presence of common underlying risk
factors, further confirming the idea that addictions have psychological causes. Zsido et al.’s
(2019) findings further indicate that the similarities between internet addiction and substance-
related addictions are rooted in inefficient self-control, leading to maladaptive behaviour and
an inability to resist compulsive internet use. These findings suggest that individuals with
internet addiction experience similar neurological and psychological mechanisms as those with
substance-related addictions. This theme will be presented in two parts: firstly, the associations
between substance use and PIU, and secondly, the neurological similarities between the two.
The following excerpts illustrate the interconnected nature of behavioural addictions and

substance related addictions:

“Studies have demonstrated that interrelationships between different behavioural
addictions exist, suggesting common underlying risk factors, together with associations

with addictive use of psychoactive substances” (Henzel et al., 2021, p. 2)

“Internet Addiction (IA) is considered a behavioural addiction, and behavioural
addictions such as pathological gambling share core features with substance

addictions such as Alcohol Dependence (AD)” (Hwang et al., 2014, p. 1)

“Results may indicate that internet addiction is similar to substance-related addictions,
such that inefficient self-control could result in maladaptive behaviour and inability to

resist Internet use.” (Zsido et al., 2019, p. 35)

Henzel et al.’s (2021), Hwang et al.’s (2014), and Zsido et al.’s (2019) findings, which
emphasise the connections between behavioural addictions and substance-related dependence,
highlight the complexity of relationships that are present in addictive behaviours. These
findings raise questions about traditional thinking, which frequently differentiates behavioural
addictions from substance abuse, and they also point to possible connections and common
causes between the two. Additionally, the link between the addictive use of psychoactive
substances and behavioural addictions suggests a dynamic interaction between the two. The
emphasis on ineffective self-control as a common factor between internet addiction and
substance abuse suggests a connection between neurobiological and psychological processes

that contribute to these addictions. Research suggests associations between behavioural
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addictions and substance dependency in men (Marmet et al., 2019; Starcevic & Khazaal, 2017).
Behavioural addictions and substance use disorders tend to co-occur, and both are associated
with mental health problems (Marmet et al., 2019). It begs the question of whether participating
in one kind of addictive behaviour makes one more vulnerable to the other. Considering that
individuals can develop multiple addictive behaviours, it is important to understand the
underlying factors that contribute to the development of these behaviours. Inefficient self-
control appears to be a common factor leading to maladaptive behaviour and an inability to
resist both behavioural and substance-related addictions (Kozak et al., 2019). Moreover, studies
indicate significant associations between PIU and substance dependency in men (Baroni et al.,
2019; Cai et al., 2023), suggesting a link between behavioural factors such as problematic

internet use and substance-related addictions.

5.4.1. Subtheme 2.1: Associations between Substance Use (such as smoking, alcohol,

cannabis, and cocaine) and PIU

Multiple studies by authors such as Baroni et al. (2019), Henzel et al. (2021), Kotyuk et al.
(2020), and Lyvers et al. (2020) share consistent results regarding the positive association

between PIU and SUD, as evidenced by the following excerpts below:

“Findings indicated that PIU is more common in subjects taking cocaine and cannabis
than in subjects taking opioids or alcohol, and that they also affected by pathological
gambling disorder.” (Baroni et al., 2019, p. 56)

“There have been discoveries regarding associations and interrelationships between
addictive online behaviour and use of psychoactive substances, in a number of

European countries” (Henzel et al., 2021, p. 3)

“Excessive use of internet has been shown to increase likelihood for use and abuse of

alcohol and other substances” (Henzel et al., 2021, p. 3)
“Associations [have been] found between smoking and PIU and gambling, alcohol

consumptions and PIU, problematic online gaming and gambling, cannabis use and

online gaming and gambling” (Kotyuk et al., 2020, p. 272)
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“Disordered social media use was significantly positively correlated with risky

drinking” (Lyvers et al., 2020, p. 227)

The relationship between substance abuse and PIU is a complicated and diverse subject
that has been investigated in public health, psychiatry, and psychology. Numerous studies have
investigated the connection between PIU and substance usage, such as cocaine, alcohol,
cannabis, and smoking (Henzel et al., 2021; Kotyuk et al., 2020; Lyvers et al., 2020; & Singh
et al., 2022). Individuals who engage in substance use are more likely to have PIU, and vice
versa. Comorbidity is common, which means that people with PIU symptoms may also have
drug use disorders, and people with PIU use substances more frequently. Substance abuse and
PIU also have common underlying causes. These behaviours co-occur due to several factors
like impulsivity, sensation-seeking, and underlying mental health issues (which are discussed
in the subsequent sections). Moreover, peer influence, societal norms, and the availability of
substances or internet access can contribute to the development and maintenance of both
substance use and PIU. Problematic internet use, especially in people with substance use
disorders, negatively affects their quality of life (Saffari et al., 2022). Substance use can
increase the risk of developing PIU, and vice versa. It is important to note that the relationship
between substance use and PIU is complex and multifaceted. While substance use can increase
the risk of developing PIU, it is also possible that individuals with pre-existing PIU are more
likely to engage in substance use as a means of self-medication or a coping mechanism.
Additionally, it is crucial to consider individual differences and unique circumstances when
examining the co-occurrence of these behaviours, as not all individuals with substance use

disorders will exhibit symptoms of PIU and vice versa.

5.4.2. Subtheme 2.2: Neurological Similarities between Substance and Behavioural

Addictions

This subtheme recognises the neurological similarities between substance addictions and
behavioural addictions. Adorjan et al. (2021), Lee et al. (2018), Kotyuk et al. (2020), and
Romer Thomsen et al. (2018) research contributes to the idea of a strong neurobiological
association, not only at the behavioural but also at the structural levels of the brain. The
following excerpts illustrate the unique neurological similarities between substance and

behavioural addictions:
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“Similarities can be found between substance use disorders and PIU, not only at the

behavioural level but also at the brain structural level” (Adorjan et al., 2021, p. 976)

“The phenomenological description and symptoms of substance use and potentially
addictive behaviours [such as PIU] appear to share common ground, which is also
reflected in the diagnostic criteria of such disorders in both the DSM-5 and ICD-11"
(Kotyuk et al., 2020, p. 273)

“The result of the current study, which suggests a relationship between smoking and
Problematic Video Game Use (PVGU) (along with other correlates), is consistent with
previous literature suggesting neurological similarities between substance and

behavioural addictions” (Lee et al., 2018, p. 284)

“Problematic use of Internet gaming, pornography, and binge eating are often
conceptualized as behavioural addictions due to emerging evidence suggesting some
overlap in underlying psychological and neurobiological mechanisms” (Romer

Thomsen et al., 2018, p. 318)

Based on neurobiological principles, behavioural strategies that are only indirectly
involved in the brain’s neurotransmitter systems can act as effective substitutes for
pharmacological substances (Albrecht et al., 2006). Recent studies have shown that there are
common mechanisms underlying both substance-related and behavioural addictions (Albrecht
et al., 2006; Sinclair et al., 2016). Thus, this subtheme emphasises a common understanding of
addiction, focusing on shared psychological and neurobiological mechanisms that bridge the
traditional divide between substance-related and behavioural addictions. There is a wide range
of neurobiological evidence that can be used to inform the debate about the development of
behavioural addictions. These include structural brain imaging, functional brain imaging, and
cognitive assessment. On the structural level of the brain, it has been revealed that there is a
link between internet gaming and reduced grey matter density in various regions of the brain
(Chamberlain et al., 2016). In some cases, the development of behavioural addictions can be
triggered by dopaminergic agents used for treating other conditions, such as Parkinson’s
Disease and restless leg syndrome (Chamberlain et al., 2016). This is consistent with
Chamberlain et al. (2016) and Sinclair et al. (2016) who reported that available

psychobiological data on chemical and behavioural addictions comes from studies on the
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molecular biology and neural circuitry of substance use disorders. However, in recent years,
the field has started to expand its attention to the psychobiology of behavioural addictions,
especially gambling disorder. It has been known for many years that the prefrontal cortex plays
a significant role in regulating behaviour. Substances that are addictive have a significant
impact on the reward systems in the brain, including the neural circuitry and the

neurotransmitter systems such as the dopaminergic and opioid systems (Sinclair et al., 2016).

The idea that PIU and internet addiction are frequently viewed as behavioural addictions
reinforces the notion of a spectrum of addictive behaviours governed by shared neurobiological
pathways. Men are more likely to develop addictions to substances such as alcohol and drugs
(Compton et al., 2007; Fonseca et al., 2021; McHugh et al., 2018). Research has shown that
men are more likely to engage in heavy and binge drinking compared to women, which may
contribute to the higher prevalence of substance use disorders in men (Grant et al., 2015; Keyes
et al., 2011). Despite the growing number of studies focused on the sex-related differences in
drug addiction, few studies have investigated the potential differences in the behaviour of men
and women when it comes to non-substance related addictions (Fattore et al., 2014). Regarding
substance use, women who are at risk for substance abuse are more prone to using substances
at a faster rate than men, leading to the development of an addiction (Becker, 2016). This is
because of the circulating ovarian hormones in females, where short-term exposure to estradiol
can contribute to the faster acquisition of substances by women. Furthermore, according to
Becker (2016), women who attempt to stop using substances such as cocaine or amphetamine
experience withdrawal symptoms more unpleasant than men, as with smoking. However, men
experience more unpleasant symptoms when attempting to quit alcohol. Males are more likely
than females to engage in risky behaviours such as experimenting with drugs, and if susceptible
to substance abuse, they are drawn into a spiral that leads to addiction (Becker, 2012). On the
other hand, women generally start using drugs as a form of self-medication to deal with
symptoms of stress and depression (Becker, 2012). Because of this, women tend to spiral into
addiction more quickly than men. Although the structures and processes involved in the
reinforcement of positive and negative stimuli are similar in both males and females, the sex
differences in how these neural systems are activated and connected are believed to underlie
the development of addiction (Becker, 2012). Thus, it is evident that the neurobiological make-
up of men and women may contribute to these gender differences in addiction. However, an
in-depth exploration of the different mechanisms and neural pathways involved is beyond the

scope of this study.
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5.5.Theme 3: PIU, SUD, and Mental Health Disorders

This theme looks at the connection between PIU, addictive use of social media, and a range
of mental health challenges. The findings, as illustrated by the below excerpts from the
reviewed studies, collectively show that there is an interconnectedness of internet addiction
with depression, anxiety, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), post-traumatic stress

disorder (PTSD), and sleep disorders.

“Studies have shown that addictive use of social media is associated with depression,

anxiety and mental distress” (Henzel et al., 2021, p. 3)

“In addition to the health risks associated with PIU, it frequently co-occurs with
psychiatric conditions” (Singh et al., 2022, p. 308)

“Among nonsubstance use Mental Health Disorders (MHD), PIU is consistently
associated with depression, anxiety, ADHD and PTSD” (Singh et al., 2022, p. 308)

“PIU associated with several psychiatric problems such as depression, anxiety

disorders and sleep disorders” (Adorjan et al., 2021, p. 975)

“Patients (male) with Internet Addiction (IA) or Alcohol Dependence (AD) were
significantly more depressed and anxious than were HCs (healthy controls)” (Hwang

etal., 2014, p. 4)

“High PIU was associated with higher symptoms of anxiety, depression and aggression

(from a sample of 500 Polish men)” (Tomska et al., 2022, p. 5)

The findings from the above reviewed studies, Adorjan et al. (2021), Henzel et al.
(2021), Hwang et al. (2014), Tomska et al. (2022), and Singh et al. (2022), collectively show
that there is an interconnectedness of internet addiction with depression, anxiety, ADHD,
PTSD, and sleep disorders. A study by Cai et al. (2023) on the relationships between students’
PIU and mental health outcomes indicated that PIU was moderately and positively associated
with depressive symptoms, anxiety, loneliness, and other mental health outcomes and

negatively related to subjective well-being. Research has also shown that individuals with PIU
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are more likely to experience symptoms of depression and have a higher risk of developing
other mental health disorders such as attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and
substance abuse disorders (Kuss et al., 2014). Individuals with mental health challenges find
solace or escape in excessive internet use (Diotaiuti et al., 2022; Dutta et al., 2017), leading to
the development of PIU. According to Orhon et al. (2023), poor sleep quality was found to be
higher in problematic internet users. This vicious cycle can further exacerbate their mental
health symptoms and hinder their overall well-being. Additionally, individuals with PIU can
also face difficulties in maintaining healthy relationships and engaging in fulfilling offline
activities, which can further contribute to their mental health challenges. Kozybska et al. (2023)
found that Polish medical school students with PIU lead an unhealthy lifestyle and more often
show symptoms of depression and eating disorders than students without PIU. According to
Xie et al. (2023), anxiety can predict internet addiction, and internet addiction can predict
depression among male college students. Moreover, anxiety had a significant predictive effect
on internet addiction among men. Furthermore, lonely individuals may be drawn online
because of the increased potential for companionship, the changed social interaction patterns
online, and as a way to modulate negative moods associated with loneliness (Morahan-Martin

& Schumacher, 2003).

Studies have reported a higher prevalence of substance use disorders in individuals with
mental illness compared to the general population (Peltzer et al., 2018). In another South
African study, students who reported substance use at university reported higher depression
and anxiety scores than those who did not (Blows & Isaacs, 2022). Furthermore, according to
Bilsker et al. (2018), among all substances, the effects of alcohol on the mental health of men
are the most significant. It is common for men to use alcohol to deal with psychological distress,
which can ultimately result in dependence and significant mental health issues. A study by
Marmet et al. (2019) examined the co-occurrence of six behavioural addictions and four SUDs
among a sample of young Swiss men. The results indicated that having at least one addiction
was associated with greater severity in all four mental health problems examined (major
depression, attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder, social anxiety disorder, and borderline
personality disorder), and these severities increased steeply if more than one addiction was
present, showing that co-occurring addictions are strongly associated with the severity of
mental health problems (Marmet et al., 2019). Cranford et al. (2009) found that “major
depression was associated with lower odds of frequent binge drinking, whereas generalised

anxiety disorder was associated with higher odds of frequent binge drinking. Both associations
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were significantly stronger for males than females” (p. 142). Similarly, Geisner et al. (2004)
found stronger associations between psychological distress, alcohol consumption, and alcohol-
related problems for males compared to female college students. Other studies reviewed by
Morris et al. (2005) have shown that the link between alcohol consumption and anxiety is
stronger in men than in women. They noted that men may be more inclined to drink alcohol to
reduce their anxiety compared to women, partly due to their positive expectations related to

the effects of alcohol.

Societal expectations influence the way individuals perceive and interact with the
internet. The pressure to constantly be connected and present on social media platforms can
lead to increased feelings of anxiety and self-comparison, which can worsen existing mental
health conditions. The pervasive influence of social media in contemporary society constructs
a normative behaviour of constant online engagement, leading individuals to seek validation
and social acceptance through their online presence. Moreover, constant exposure to online
content, including negative news or cyberbullying, can further impact an individual’s mental
well-being and contribute to the development of PIU. Several reviews have shown that the use
of negative coping techniques is associated with the stereotyped traits of masculinity. These
include the misuse of drugs and alcohol, ignoring negative emotions, maintaining a rigid focus
on one's autonomy and self-reliance, and engaging in risky behaviours (Bilsker et al., 2018).
Depression and anxiety, for example, are socially constructed categories influenced by cultural
norms and societal expectations, rather than inherent or universal conditions. Society constructs
norms around acceptable coping mechanisms, and the internet can become an easily accessible

refuge for individuals facing mental health challenges.

The complex interactions that exist between men's mental health, substance abuse, and
problematic internet use highlight how crucial it is to comprehend these relationships in order
to support holistic well-being. The relationship between men’s mental health, problematic
internet use, and substance misuse is further complicated by the fact that the internet can be a
tool for accessing and encouraging substance use. The internet can encourage risky behaviours
that can lead to a decline in mental health, whether it is through online communities that
promote substance-related talks or the accessibility of substances via digital platforms.
Psychological consequences such as impulsivity, poor decision making, a lower quality of
physical health, and social relationships are further highlighted by this theme. The findings
below show that men experiencing depression, having low self-esteem, and encountering poor

family functioning are linked to problematic internet use. Furthermore, individuals with
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internet addiction and alcohol dependence are similar in emotion, temperament, and personality
traits, with both groups showing high levels of anxiety and depression, as illustrated by the

excerpts below:

“Previous studies suggest that being male, being depressed, having low self-esteem,
and poor family functioning are associated with internet addiction” (Hwang et al.,

2014, p. 2)

“Similarity found between patients with internet addiction and alcohol dependence, in
terms of emotion, temperament and personality traits in general” and “patients in both
groups (internet addiction and alcohol dependence) more depressed and anxious (from

a sample of 30 male patients diagnosed with alcohol dependence)” (Hwang et al., 2014,
p-6)

“There was a correlation between the severity of mild depression symptoms and the
occurrence of anxiety, verbal and physical aggression, and PIU (from a sample of 500

Polish men)” (Tomska et al., 2022, p. 1)

As illustrated above, the psychological consequences of PIU and SUD are multifaceted,
encompassing various aspects of mental health and overall well-being. Both PIU and SUD
have been associated with several negative outcomes, including depression, anxiety,
impulsivity, poor decision-making, and compromised physical health and social relationships.
According to Zhang et al. (2021), social support was inversely correlated with the severity of
online addiction, while impulsivity and despair rose with internet addiction severity levels. The
group with strong internet addiction was more likely to comprise male freshmen with high
impulsivity, low social support, and high despair. They also had a higher probability of
encountering unfavourable outcomes in several aspects of their lives. Moreover, PIU has been
associated with impaired cognitive functioning, including difficulties in concentration,
memory, and decision-making abilities (Yen et al., 2008). Li et al. (2015) identified that
depression, boredom, and stress were found to be common triggers resulting in the overuse of

the internet among male and female university students ranging in age from 18 to 36 years.

For individuals struggling with PIU, the correlation with depression, anxiety, and
impulsivity is particularly noteworthy. Men seem to be vulnerable to internet addiction when

experiencing depression, low self-esteem, and dysfunctional family dynamics (Hwang et al.,
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2014). These factors contribute to a reliance on the internet as a coping mechanism or escape,
leading to the development or exacerbation of PIU. Moreover, the intersection between internet
addiction and alcohol dependence stated by Henzel et al. (2021) reveals similarities in
emotional, temperamental, and personality traits. Individuals with excessive internet use and
alcohol dependence exhibit elevated levels of anxiety and depression. This suggests a potential
co-occurrence of these addictive behaviours, possibly stemming from shared underlying
psychological vulnerabilities. Substance use disorders are also associated with high levels of
anxiety and depression (Mohamed et al., 2020). This suggests that individuals with internet
addiction are at a higher risk of developing substance use disorders due to the presence of
anxiety and depression. The interconnectedness of the findings by Henzel et al. (2021), Hwang
et al. (2014), and Tomska et al. (2022) underscores the importance of considering the broader
context of mental health and social dynamics when addressing PIU and SUD. It implies that
individuals experiencing emotional distress, low self-worth, or challenging family
relationships may be at an increased risk of developing problematic patterns of internet use or

substance dependence.

5.6.Theme 4: Risk Factors for the Development of PIU and SUD

This theme discusses the various risk factors associated with PIU and SUD which includes

impulsivity, personality traits, emotional regulation, and attachment.

“Potential risk factors for AIU (addictive internet use) include personality traits,
reason for internet use, structural requirements of the respective area of use and

environmental factors” (Adorjan et al., 2021, p. 976)

“Risky behaviours have been related to emotional regulation and attachment, which
may constitute risk factors for developing an addictive behaviour” (Estevez et al., 2017,

p- 534)

“Attachment predicted non-substance related addictions — gambling disorder, video

game addiction and PIU” (Estevez et al., 2017, p. 534)

“Emotion regulation was predictive of all addictive behaviours assessed in this study;
alcohol and drug abuse, gambling disorder, video game addiction and PIU” (Estevez
etal, 2017, p. 534)
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“It seems that specific personality traits, impulsivity and motivational factors play an

important contributory role in both substance use and behavioural addictions” (Kotyuk

etal, 2020, p. 273)

“Impulsivity is commonly impaired dimensionally across SUD and subcomponents
have been shown to be a risk factor in the development of problematic substance use
and SUD” and “‘impulsivity has been associated with substance addiction and
gambling disorder, but its role in other non-substance addiction related behaviours is

less understood” (Romer Thomsen et al., 2018, pp. 317-318)

The findings by Adorjan et al. (2021), Estevez et al. (2017), Kotyuk et al. (2020), and
Romer Thomsen et al. (2018) provide various factors contributing to the development of PIU
and substance use disorder. Impulsivity has been found to be associated with both PIU and
substance use disorder, suggesting that individuals who are more impulsive may be more
susceptible to developing these addictive behaviours. For example, studies by Diotaiuti et al.
(2022), Salehi et al. (2023), and Zhu et al. (2023) found that individuals with higher levels of
impulsivity were more likely to engage in excessive internet use and substance abuse compared
to those with lower levels of impulsivity. Impulsive and compulsive symptoms and traits,
pandemic stress, and age were related to problematic usage of the internet (PUI) in South Africa
(Lochner et al., 2022). This suggests that impulsivity serves as a common risk factor for both
PIU and substance use disorders. Men’s impulsivity is strongly correlated with internet
addiction compared to females’ (Nam et al., 2018). According to Mitchell et al. (2015), women
may be more likely to engage in addictive behaviours for negative reinforcement reasons (e.g.,
escape from stress), whereas men may be more likely to engage in addictive behaviours for
positive reinforcement reasons (e.g., seeking a high). The various factors contributing to the
development of PIU and SUD highlight the complex relationship between individual traits and
social influences. Notably, the gendered dimension of impulsivity, with men showing a stronger
correlation with internet addiction, and the distinct motivations for engaging in addictive
behaviours among women and men are examples of how societal norms and expectations

contribute to the construction of PIU and SUD.

Additionally, studies by Torres-Berrio et al. (2018), and Blows and Isaacs (2022) also

revealed that individuals who reported experiencing higher levels of stress were more likely to
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engage in both addictive behaviours, highlighting the role of stress as another contributing
factor to the development of PIU and substance use disorder. Stress, as a shared risk factor, can
act as a catalyst, influencing the manifestation of both PIU and SUD. In this context, stress can
be experienced and understood through the lens of cultural, social, and individual factors that
contribute to the development of addictive behaviours, rather than being merely an objective,
universal phenomenon. For example, certain cultural norms and expectations may place
individuals under significant pressure, leading to higher levels of stress and subsequently
increasing their likelihood of engaging in addictive behaviours. Additionally, social factors
such as peer pressure or a lack of support systems can also increase stress levels and contribute

to the development of PIU and SUD.

Personality traits have also been noted to be risk factors for developing PIU and SUD.
For example, individuals with high levels of impulsivity and sensation-seeking tendencies are
more likely to engage in excessive internet use or substance abuse (Diotaiuti et al., 2022;
Vassileva et al., 2019). Men’s personalities, for instance indicate that they are more likely to
explore the unknown and discover new innovative ideas (Islam & Hossin, 2016). This could
gradually lead to compulsive use of the internet, as the internet is currently the centre of all the
exciting escapades. A study by Zhang et al. (2021) reported that impulsivity and depression
increased with internet addiction severity levels, whereas social support was inversely related
to the severity of internet addiction. Male freshmen with high impulsivity, low social support,
and high depression were more likely to be included in the high internet addiction group.
Furthermore, a study by Teng et al. (2020) indicated that “males present with significantly
higher negative associations between psychosocial factors (e.g., self-esteem and life
satisfaction) and IGD compared to females (p. 5).” A preliminary study by Shokri et al. (2017)
found that “impulsivity can predict the severity of PIU among both male and female Iranian
university students (p. 277)”. Additionally, research has shown that individuals with certain
personality disorders, such as borderline personality disorder or antisocial personality disorder,
may be at a higher risk for developing both PIU and SUD (Parmar & Kaloiya, 2018), and it
can be due to their difficulty in regulating emotions and impulsive behaviours. A study by
Laconi et al. (2017) found that “among men, PIU was predicted by Clusters B personality traits
(antisocial, borderline, histrionic, and narcissistic)”. Adorjan et al.’s (2021) findings that
“potential risk factors for PIU include personality traits, reason for internet use, structural
requirements of the respective area of use, and environmental factors” implies that the

development of PIU is not solely determined by individual traits but is influenced by broader
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contextual factors, including the environment and the structural aspects of internet use.
Similarly, this can be said with substance use disorder; the development of addiction is not
solely determined by individual traits but is influenced by broader contextual factors. These
factors can include the availability and accessibility of internet use and substances; social
influences, such as peer pressure or cultural norms surrounding substance and internet use; as
well as socioeconomic status and familial influences, which can also play a role in the
development of both PIU and substance use disorder. Men and women also have different
susceptibilities to developing PIU and substance use disorders, as gender can interact with these

contextual factors.

Individuals who struggle with regulating their emotions are susceptible to developing
addictive behaviours across different domains. For example, Estevez et al.’s (2017) findings
that emotion regulation is predictive of diverse addictive behaviours, ranging from alcohol and
drug abuse to gambling disorder, video game addiction, and PIU, highlight the prevalent
influence of emotional regulation across various addiction types. Estevez et al.’s (2017)
findings on emotion regulation being predictive of diverse addictive behaviours underscore the
idea that societal norms, cultural expectations, and interpersonal dynamics contribute to the
construction of emotional regulation as a risk factor for various addictions. Emotions are not
universal and fixed entities but rather socially constructed and interpreted within specific
cultural and social contexts. The susceptibility to addictive behaviours, as linked to difficulties
in emotion regulation, is thus contingent upon the societal meanings attributed to emotions
within a given cultural milieu. For example, in some cultures, certain emotions might be
stigmatized or discouraged, leading individuals to suppress or avoid expressing them. This can
contribute to a higher risk of developing addictive behaviours as individuals may turn to
substances or activities as a means of coping with their emotions in an unhealthy way.
Additionally, societal norms and expectations regarding emotional expression can also
influence the availability and acceptance of healthier coping mechanisms, further exacerbating

the vulnerability to addiction.

Estevez et al. (2017) further emphasise the role of attachment, particularly in non-
substance-related addictions such as gambling disorder, video game addiction, and PIU.
According to research by Musetti et al. (2020), adolescents who experience emotional
detachment and loneliness from their parents exhibit higher levels of PIU. This underscores the
social dimension of addiction, indicating that the quality of relationships and attachment styles

significantly impact vulnerability to specific addictive behaviours. Attachment styles are not
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inherent or biologically determined but are constructed through social interactions and
relationships. The quality of these relationships, informed by societal norms and expectations,
plays a crucial role in shaping an individual’s vulnerability to specific addictive behaviours.
Studies that differentiate between the gendered differences in risk factors are scarce within the
literature, motivating further research in this area of research. Understanding these shared risk
factors allows for the identification of individuals at a higher risk of developing PIU and SUD,

which can inform targeted prevention and intervention strategies.
5.7.Conclusion

It is evident that both PIU and substance abuse disorder can affect individuals regardless of
gender. Research has shown that these behavioural addictions are prevalent among both men
and women, though the prevalence rates differ. Various factors contribute to the development
of PIU and substance use disorders, and these factors can be complex and multifaceted. Some
common contributing factors include biological, psychological, social, and environmental
aspects. It is also critical to recognise the possibility of a correlation between substance use
disorders and PIU. People who struggle with substance abuse disorders utilise the internet as a
coping mechanism or to find support from others. Excessive internet use, on the other hand,
has the potential to contribute to or exacerbate substance abuse problems by influencing social
behaviours, mental health, and coping mechanisms. Further research is needed to fully
understand the interplay between PIU and substance abuse disorders and determine whether

one can lead to the development of the other.
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CHAPTER 6

IMPLICATIONS OF THE FINDINGS AND CRITICAL REVIEW OF THE
RESEARCH

6.1. Introduction

This chapter provides the conclusion and implications of the findings of this scoping
review. The conclusion highlights the key takeaways from the scoping review, emphasising the
significance of addressing PIU and SUD in men. Moreover, it provides the limitations of this

review as well as makes recommendations for future studies on PIU and SUD in men.
6.2. Conclusions

This study aimed to map and synthesise literature on PIU and SUD, including the way
in which they affect men. This was achieved through the analysis of the following: 1)
prevalence rates of PIU among men; 2) associations between substance use and behavioural
addictions; 3) mental health disorders associated with PIU and SUD; and 4) risk factors for the
development of PIU and SUD. This review drew on social constructionism as a framework to
explore how societal norms, beliefs, and language contribute to the development and
maintenance of PIU and SUD among men. This framework assisted in recognising the realities
in which both phenomena are embedded, which showed that both problematic internet use and
substance use disorder are not solely biological or individual phenomena but are constructed

within social contexts.

The first theme highlighted that although there are contrary findings on whether males
or females have the highest prevalence of PIU, there is substantial evidence that also suggests
that men may have the highest prevalence (Akpinar Aslan et al., 2021; Estevez et al., 2017;
Hwang et al., 2014; Marazziti et al., 2020; Tomska et al., 2022). However, it was found that the
prevalence rates appear to be dependent on the types of activities men and women engage in
when online. From a social constructionism perspective, it was evident that the manner in
which men and women make use of the internet highlights the socially constructed nature of
their online behaviours, reinforcing societal expectations, norms, and roles associated with
gender. It has already been established that, from early childhood, men are taught to identify
with certain behaviours or traits that society considers acceptable (Neilson et al., 2020;
Schlichthorst et al., 2019). The socialisation process can result in toxic masculinity, wherein

men are pressured to conform to harmful beliefs to fit into society’s definition of who and what
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a man is. For instance, women have been socialised to play with dolls from a young age,
whereas men were socialised to play with cars. The same can be said about the types of online
activities men and women engage in, where men are more prone to utilising the internet for
gaming. Applying social constructionism showed that men are more prone to substance abuse
or problematic internet use if they are subjected to gender-based expectations regarding what
constitutes masculinity. Additionally, many males are socialised to think that seeking help is a
weakness rather than a strength, which can make it hard for them to seek assistance for their
problems with substance use or problematic internet use. This type of behaviour can also lead
to feelings of isolation and shame. This in and of itself could explain the inconsistencies
regarding the prevalence rates among men and further exacerbate any existing mental health
conditions. Perhaps not enough men are coming forward with their problems because of this
socialisation, amongst other things. Because of this, gender significantly affects the treatment

and development of problematic internet use and substance abuse.

The second theme highlighted the interconnected nature of behavioural addictions,
particularly internet addiction, with substance-related dependencies, implying the presence of
common underlying risk factors, further confirming the idea that addictions have psychological
causes (Adorjan et al., 2021; Henzel et al., 2014; Kotyuk et al., 2020; Lee et al., 2018; Romer
Thomsen et al., 2018 & Zsido et al., 2019). In addition to the interconnectedness of behavioural
and substance related addictions, multiple studies shared consistent results regarding the
positive association between PIU and SUD. The third theme highlighted the adverse effects
associated with PIU and SUD, with the focus being on various mental health disorders such as
anxiety and depression, as well as the psychological consequences such as impulsivity, poor
decision making, a lower quality of physical health, and social relationships. The findings of
this review, supported by the social constructionism framework, showed that the way in which
individuals use and interact with the internet is greatly influenced by societal expectations. The
constant pressure to be connected on, for example, social media, a specific form of PIU, can
result in heightened anxiety and even self-comparison, which in turn could worsen existing
mental health conditions (such as anxiety and depression). Viewing this from a social
constructionism lens allowed for a discussion on how the impact of social media, and perhaps
the internet in its entirety, has created a normative behaviour that demands constant online
engagement, which can result in individuals seeking validation and acceptance through their
online presence. The internet can therefore be a refuge for those grappling with mental health

issues, as society constructs norms concerning acceptable coping methods.
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The fourth and last theme focused on the risk factors associated with the development of PIU
and SUD, which included impulsivity, personality traits, emotional regulation, and attachment
(Adorjan et al., 2021; Estevez et al., 2017; Kotyuk et al., 2020; Romer Thomsen et al., 2018).
These potential risk factors for PIU were found not to be solely determined by individual traits
but largely influenced by broader contextual factors, which include the environment,
availability and accessibility of the internet, social influences such as peer pressure, and cultural
norms. The same can be said for substance use disorders. Thus, the final yield of studies eligible
for inclusion in this scoping review confirmed that not only are substance abuse disorders a
major public health concern that affect people all around the world, but that the rise of digital
technology has presented new challenges, such as the emergence of mental health issues related
to problematic internet use. It made sense to examine both these phenomena simultaneously
because of their interrelatedness and the mere fact that they share similar psychosocial
characteristics. It is evident from the research that the bidirectional relationship between PIU
and SUD highlights the complex interplay between the two phenomena, which necessitates the
need for interventions that can address both at the same time. However, social constructionism
was helpful because it allowed for the consideration of more nuanced approaches that consider
multiple perspectives, contextual factors, and the dynamic nature of how men behave in these

contexts.

6.3. Limitations

One of the main criticisms in developing research on problematic internet use or
internet addiction is the lack of consensus regarding the diagnosis and conceptualisation of
such disorders. Thus, despite the widespread attention paid to the issue, the development of a
comprehensive standard of care for individuals suffering from internet addiction has been
challenging due to the field’s cultural diversity, namely with regard to the variance in the
terminology used in academic literature (e.g., internet addiction, PIU, pathological internet
use), and secondly, the challenge that arises with different inventories being used in their

assessment, making it difficult for results to be generalised to other contexts.

The hope was that there would be an abundance of qualitative studies on the topic.
However, conducting this scoping review highlighted that there was a paucity of studies
employing research designs beyond quantitative methodologies. This usually makes for a good
rationale, indicating a clear gap within the body of literature when it comes to PIU. Such a

methodological gap in the literature implies a shortage of in-depth exploration of individuals’
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perceptions, experiences, and feelings in relation to the topic of PIU. It is evident from the
research that PIU is currently being treated as a disorder. Therefore, any research being done

focuses on the person being evaluated for prevalence, clinical diagnosis, and severity.

There has not yet been much engagement with participants, focusing on a detailed
account of their lived experiences in relation to PIU. As such, from a thorough search of various
databases, it is quite evident that the literature is predominantly skewed towards quantitative
data. Perhaps streamlining a study to focus on a specific type of internet use would produce
more qualitative studies, which was beyond the scope of the current study. Additionally, it was
rare to find literature specifically focusing on men. Within the literature, men were always
studied against women, particularly when looking at the gender differences in the development

of PIU.

6.4. Recommendations

The problem of PIU, or internet addiction, is relatively new, and scientific
understanding of the problem is evolving. Although there are various arguments supporting the
diagnostic validity of PIU, there is currently no consensus regarding the appropriate diagnosis
and treatment for this disorder. This is largely because its classification remains uncertain.
Thus, a clear understanding and conceptualisation of this behavioural addiction is vital,
including the development and utilisation of appropriate and validated diagnostic and screening
tools to measure its presence and, in turn, address it as an emerging mental health disorder.

Using validated tools will allow for comparison with other studies.

The variance in the terminology used to identify PIU remains a difficulty. It would
therefore be easier to navigate the topic of PIU once the terminologies have been standardised.
Predominantly, research findings within this area usually include the general population, or
else in a way that focuses on or compares the findings according to gender differences. Thus,
as a way forward, researchers are advised to study men and women, given that they present
differently in the kinds of internet related activities they engage in. Focus should therefore be
given to the assessment of PIU by distinguishing the two different forms from each other,
namely the generalised and specific forms of PIU. Additionally, given that there were very few
to no qualitative studies conducted on the topic of PIU, much less addressing the possible
association between the two, an assessment of the individual’s experience, that of men, is

lacking.
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The researcher is under the assumption that gearing towards the inclusion of more qualitative
data would only be possible once a consensus has been reached amongst researchers regarding
the classification, aetiology, and progression of PIU. Identifying the various protective factors
and risks associated with PIU plays a vital role in clinical practice and research. This study’s
findings contributed to this identification, assisting in early detection, and opening up further
avenues for discussion. The information collected through this scoping review validates the
necessity of conducting further research within the areas of PIU and SUD as a collective.
Further research is needed to clarify the nature of the relationship between PIU and SUD for
the purpose of establishing possible causality, including the neurobiological substrates
involved. Many of the internet related activities discussed in this review are considered daily
customs that contribute to our survival. Therefore, it is not surprising to see some controversy
about the treatment and diagnosis of these different conditions. Nevertheless, the rise of digital
technology has led to various remarkable developments within the area of cyber psychology,
such as the inclusion of gambling disorder in the DSM-5 as an official mental health disorder,

as well as the concept of IGD being acknowledged in the DSM-5 for further study.
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APPENDIX 1 - PRISMA-ScR CHECKLIST

REPORTED
SECTION ITEM | PRISMA-ScR CHECKLIST ITEM ON PAGE #

TITLE
Title 1 Identify the report as a scoping review.
ABSTRACT
Provide a structured summary that
includes (as applicable): background,
Structured ) objectives, eligibility criteria, sources of i
summary evidence, charting methods, results, and
conclusions that relate to the review
questions and objectives.
INTRODUCTION
Describe the rationale for the review in the
Rationale 3 context of what is already known. Explain 6

why the review questions/objectives lend
themselves to a scoping review approach.
Provide an explicit statement of the
questions and objectives being addressed
with reference to their key elements (e.g.,
Objectives 4 population or participants, concepts, and 6

context) or other relevant key elements
used to conceptualize the review questions
and/or objectives.

METHODS

Indicate whether a review protocol exists;

state if and where it can be accessed (e.g.,

P 1 . . . i
rotoco ‘and 5 a Web address); and if available, provide Click here to
registration . L . . . enter text.
registration information, including the
registration number.
Specify characteristics of the sources of
Eligibility criteria 6 evidence used as eligibility criteria (e.g., 0

years considered, language, and
publication status), and provide a rationale.
Describe all information sources in the
search (e.g., databases with dates of

ir;flc;rcr::fon 7 coverage anq contact with authors to 33
identify additional sources), as well as the
date the most recent search was executed.
Present the full electronic search strategy
Search 8 for at least 1 database, including any limits 88
used, such that it could be repeated.
Selection of State the process for selecting sources of
sources of 9 evidence (i.e., screening and eligibility) 34
evidencet included in the scoping review.
Data charting Describe the methods of charting data
10 . . 36
processi from the included sources of evidence
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REPORTED
SECTION ITEM | PRISMA-ScR CHECKLIST ITEM ON PAGE #

Data items

Critical appraisal
of individual
sources of
evidence§

Synthesis of
results

RESULTS

Selection of
sources of
evidence

Characteristics of
sources of
evidence

Critical appraisal
within sources of
evidence

Results of
individual
sources of
evidence

Synthesis of
results

DISCUSSION

Summary of
evidence

Limitations

Conclusions

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

(e.g., calibrated forms or forms that have
been tested by the team before their use,
and whether data charting was done
independently or in duplicate) and any
processes for obtaining and confirming
data from investigators.

List and define all variables for which data
were sought and any assumptions and
simplifications made.

If done, provide a rationale for conducting
a critical appraisal of included sources of
evidence; describe the methods used and
how this information was used in any data
synthesis (if appropriate).

Describe the methods of handling and
summarizing the data that were charted.

Give numbers of sources of evidence
screened, assessed for eligibility, and
included in the review, with reasons for
exclusions at each stage, ideally using a
flow diagram.

For each source of evidence, present
characteristics for which data were charted
and provide the citations.

If done, present data on critical appraisal
of included sources of evidence (see item
12).

For each included source of evidence,
present the relevant data that were charted
that relate to the review questions and
objectives.

Summarize and/or present the charting
results as they relate to the review
questions and objectives.

Summarize the main results (including an
overview of concepts, themes, and types of
evidence available), link to the review
questions and objectives, and consider the
relevance to key groups.

Discuss the limitations of the scoping
review process.

Provide a general interpretation of the
results with respect to the review questions
and objectives, as well as potential
implications and/or next steps.

Click here to
enter text.

Click here to
enter text.

36

35

Click here to
enter text.

Click here to
enter text.

&9

&9

41

64

62
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FUNDING
Describe sources of funding for the
included sources of evidence, as well as
Funding 22 sources of funding for the scoping review.
Describe the role of the funders of the
scoping review.

Click here to
enter text.

From: Tricco AC, Lillie E, Zarin W, O'Brien KK, Colquhoun H, Levac D, et al. PRISMA Extension
for Scoping Reviews (PRISMAScR): Checklist and Explanation. Ann Intern Med. 2018;169:467-473.
doi: 10.7326/M18-0850.
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APPENDIX 2 — SCREENING AND SELECTION

A B C E . F 6
Psychinfo  |Science Direct Web of Science
Folder 1 62 a0 18 163
Folder 2 32 97 al 106
Folder 3 144 Overal Total
First Screen (Title and key words)
Include Exclude Reasans for Exclusion
Psychinfo 64 162 1. Duplicate articles
2. The articles that are relevant to the research topic
) 5 165 don't align with the research question,
3. Articles make no mention of PIU and SUD, even
Scopus 10 37 separately or in men,
4, Articles do not meet the inclusion criteria, PIU or
WoB 25 227 SUD, 18-35 years old; adult men.
5. The focus is on adolescents and women.
Second Screen (Title and Abstract )
Include Exclude Inclusion criteria
Psychinfo 8 28
) 0 170 1. Englsih studies
Scopus 6 ] 2. 18- 35 year old men
Wob 239 Overal Total 3. Mention PIU and SUD in men or broadly

Include Exclude
Psychinfo 5 pa)|
D 0 170
Scopus 4 43
Wob 1 26 Overal Total

 Psychinfo | Scopus [WUEHVNEE)R

4, Published 10 years on the topic (from 2013 onwards)

Screening & selection ‘ ®
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APPENDIX 3 - ELIGIBILITY SPREADSHEET AND FINDINGS

Author(s) Title Journal Design Sample Country Age Findings
Name

Akpinar et al. Prevalence of Risk for ~ ADDICTA:  Quanti 612 female  Turkey 18 and The study revealed varying rates of addictive behaviours among students. The prevalence of potential alcohol

2021 Substance-Related and  The and male above dependence, pathological internet use, and potential smartphone addiction stood at 2.0%, 11.4%, and 24.7%,
Behavioral Addictions ~ Turkish students respectively. Only 0.3% reported severe problems with substance use. Different addiction types exhibited distinct
Among University Journal on gender and age patterns. Men showed higher rates of potential alcohol dependence, pathological gambling, gaming
Students in Turkey Addictions addiction, and sex/pornography addiction. Meanwhile, mild nicotine addiction, PIU, possible smartphone addiction,

food addiction, and gaming addiction were more common in the 18-24 age group compared to older students.

Lyvers et al. Disordered social Australian  Quanti 143 Australia 18-35 Disordered social media use was significantly negatively correlated with age and social desirability and was

2020 media use and risky Journal of females and significantly positively correlated with risky drinking. Present results point to similarities and differences in addiction-
drinking in young Psychology males linked traits when comparing disordered social media use to risky or problematic substance use. Disordered social
adults: Differential media use was predicted by narcissism, reward sensitivity, and impulsivity, whereas risky alcohol use was predicted by
associations with narcissism, alexithymia, and impulsivity.
addiction-linked traits

Laconi et al. Cross-cultural study of Computers  Cross- 5593 Europe 18 - 87 PIU was related to time spent online at weekends, obsessive-compulsive symptoms, hostility, and paranoid ideation

2018 PIU in nine European in Human cultural female and among the total sample of women; among men, phobic anxiety was also significant.
countries Behavior males Prevalence estimates of PIU ranged between 14.3% and 54.9%. PIU was more prevalent among women in the

respective samples, including the total sample.

Lee etal 2018 Smoking, ADHD, and  Cyberpsych  Quanti/ 2,801 Canada 18 - 57 Results suggest that greater ADHD symptomatology, cigarette use, and video game use may all be associated with
Problematic Video ol Behav Structural females and ~ Germany problematic use of video games.
Game Use: A Soc Netw modeling males Sweden Together, ADHD symptomatology, smoking behaviour, and the amount of video game use appear to have a significant
Structural Modeling approach United States impact on PVGU.
Approach

Kotyuk, et al. Co-occurrences of J Behav Quanti 3,003 Hungary mean age  Associations were found between:

2020 substance use and Addict female and 21 years
other potentially males (i) smoking and PIU; exercising; eating disorders; and gambling
addictive behaviors:
Epidemiological (ii) alcohol consumption and PIU, problematic online gaming, gambling; and eating disorders; and
results from the
Psychological and (iii) Cannabis use and problematic online gaming and gambling

Genetic Factors of the
Addictive Behaviors
(PGA) Study
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2019
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2019

Tomska et

al.2022

Estevez et
al.2017

Romer et
al.2018

Marazziti et al.

2020

Adorjan et
al.2021

Henzel et al.
2021

Differentiation
between young adult
Internet addicts,
smokers, and healthy
controls by the
interaction between
impulsivity and
temporal lobe
thickness

PIU in drug addicts
under treatment in
public rehab centers

Emotional State of
Young Men in
Relation to PIU

Attachment and
emotion regulation in
substance addictions
and behavioral
addictions
Impulsivity traits and
addiction-related
behaviors in youth

Characteristics of
Internet Use amongst
Italian University
Students

A cross-sectional
survey of internet use
among university
students

Hooked on virtual
social life. Problematic
social media use and
associations with

J Behav
Addict

World J
Psychiatry

IntJ
Environ
Res Public
Health
Journal of
Behavioral
Addictions

J Behav
Addict

Psychiatr
Danub

Eur Arch
Psychiatry
Clin
Neurosci

PLoS One

Quanti/Con
trol

Quanti

Quanti

Quanti

Quanti

Quanti

Quanti/
Cross-
sectional
study

Qaunti/Cro
ss-sectional
study

30 female
and males

Hungary

183 female
and males

Southern Italy

500 men Poland

472 female
and males
students

Spain

109
females and
males

3324
females and
males

Italy

483 female
and males’
students

Germany

2118
females and
male

Sweden

19-28
years

18-30

13-21

16-26
years

23.4+5

17-62

16 - 50 &
above

Internet addicts had a thinner left superior temporal cortex than controls. Further analysis of smokers revealed that the
left middle temporal and left transverse temporal cortical thickness changes might be exclusive to Internet addiction.

The effects of impulsivity, combined with long-term exposure to some specific substance or stimuli, might result in
different types of relationships between impulsivity and brain structure when compared to healthy controls.

The results may indicate that Internet addiction is similar to substance-related addictions, such that inefficient self-
control could result in maladaptive behaviour and the inability to resist Internet use.

The findings indicated that PIU is more common in subjects taking cocaine and cannabis than in subjects taking opioids
or alcohol, and that the also affected by pathological gambling disorder. This suggests a favoring role of stimulant drugs
towards the development of behavioral addictions. The relationship between time spent online and body mass index
indicates that Internet use might be a factor that promotes weight gain and obesity.

Addiction prevention should take into consideration PIU, which currently represents a worldwide epidemic.

There was a correlation between the severity of mild depression symptoms and the occurrence of anxiety, verbal and
physical aggression, and PIU.

Findings demonstrated that emotion regulation was predictive of all addictive behaviors assessed in this study (alcohol
and drug abuse, gambling disorder, video game addiction, and PIU).

In addition, gender differences were found, with females scoring significantly higher in maternal and peer attachment,
whereas males scored significantly higher in gambling disorder and video game addiction.

The UPPS-P model was positively associated with indicators of all addiction-related behaviours except problematic
Internet gaming. In the fully adjusted models, sensation seeking, and lack of perseverance were associated with the
problematic use of alcohol; urgency was associated with the problematic use of cannabis; and lack of perseverance was
associated with the problematic use of other drugs than cannabis. Furthermore, urgency and lack of perseverance were
associated with binge eating, and lack of perseverance was associated with problematic use of pornography.

Men were more involved in online recreational activities, whereas women seemed more attracted to instant messaging
and, generally, to social networks. PIU was significantly more prevalent in men than women.

The findings of the present study indicate that the use of Internet through new technologies may exceed its real utility
amongst Italian university student, with some sex-related differences. Men seem more prone to use Internet for passing
time and women for social relationships. Men are also at risk of developing PIU. Again, Internet use might be a basic
vulnerability factor of increasing weight gain and obesity amongst young people. No information was gathered on
emotional distress, or associated mental disorders, substance abuse and disturbed behaviours that are currently under
investigation.

The study found no significant differences in substance use between AIU + and AIU - groups, except in random
browsing. However, there was no higher prevalence of substance use among students with AIU. Except in the area of
random browsing, where the AIUr + group consumed energy drinks more frequently than the AIUr group.

Problematic social media use was associated with younger age, time spent using instant messaging services, and mental
distress, but not with education level, occupational status, or treatment needs for alcohol or drug problems.
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Singh et al.
2022

Sun et al.2020

Hwang et al
2014

mental distress and
addictive disorders

Characterizing PIU in
a sample of heavy
drinking emerging
adults

Brief Report:
Increased Addictive
Internet and Substance
Use Behavior During
the COVID-19
Pandemic in China

Shared psychological
characteristics that are
linked to aggression
between patients with
Internet addiction and
those with alcohol
dependence

Psychol
Addict
Behav

Am]J
Addict

Ann Gen
Psychiatry

Longitudin
al study

Quanti

Quanti/Con
trol Trial

730 Ontario
females and
males

6416 China 28
females and
males

90 males South Korea

19-22

PIU showed no association with SUD but was positively associated with MHD.

These three coping behaviors (internet, alcohol, and smoking) during this COVID-19-related crisis appear to have
increased the risk for substance use disorders and internet addiction.

The overall rate of alcohol drinking and smoking among the 6416 participants increased only marginally during the
COVID-19 pandemic, from 31.3% (n = 2006) to 32.7% (n = 2098) for drinking and from 12.8% (n = 822) to 13.6% (n =
873) for smoking.

Among those who were severely addicted to internet use, their dependence degree (IAT score) rose 20 times more often
than it declined.

The IA and Alcohol Dependent groups showed a lower level of agreeableness and higher levels of neuroticism,
impulsivity, and anger expression compared with the HC group, which are characteristics related to aggression. The
addiction groups showed lower levels of extraversion, openness to experience, and conscientiousness and were more
depressed and anxious than the Healthy Controls, and the severity of IA and AD symptoms was positively correlated
with these types of psychopathology.

IA and AD are similar in terms of personality, temperament, and emotion, and they share common characteristics that
may lead to aggression. Our findings suggest that strategies to reduce aggression in patients with IA are necessary and
that IA and AD are closely related and should be dealt with as having a close nosological relationship.
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