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Abstract
This study aims at revealing the relationships between the problematic Internet use of 
university students and their identity status, main Internet use purposes, and gender. A 
total of 464 university students participated in the study, and the research data were col-
lected through the Problematic Internet Use Scale, the Extended Objective Measure of 
Ego Identity Status, and the Information Questionnaire. The results of the analyses carri-
ed out with hierarchical regression analysis revealed that the most important predictor of 
the problematic Internet use was the use of the Internet for the purpose of “establishing 
social relationships with unfamiliar people.” In addition, it was found that the problema-
tic Internet use was significantly predicted by “identity moratorium status”, “identity achi-
evement status” (negatively), the Internet use for “entertainment” purposes, and the Inter-
net use for the purpose of “establishing relationships with friends and relatives”, respecti-
vely. These findings show that, in general, the Internet use purpose and the identity status 
are important determiners in problematic Internet use.  For this reason, taking the Inter-
net motives of individuals and their identity status into account contributes to guidance 
and counseling services for the prevention of unhealthy Internet use and future researches.
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The use of computers and the Internet is gradually increasing in all lev-
els of the society and in all age groups in Turkey as it is throughout the 
world. Especially, the highest rate of computer and the Internet usage 
was observed between the ages of 14 and 24 (Türkiye İstatistik Kurumu 
[TÜİK], 2007, 2008). Therefore, it can be stated that the use of comput-
ers and the Internet is also quite common among university students. 
The psychological and environmental factors in the lives of university 
students are likely to cause them to become addicted to the Internet 
(Hall & Parsons, 2001), and thus the Internet has become an addic-
tion of choice for a number of students (Hall & Parsons, 2001; Kandell, 
1998). Moreover, since the Internet allows university students to connect 
quickly and efficiently and to be at many places at the same time, it acts 
as an important mediator for the qualitative and quantitative develop-
ment of social life of university students (Douglas et al., 2008). Therefore, 
it could be stated that university students are more inclined to the Inter-
net addiction (Kandell, 1998, Nalwa & Anand, 2003, Niemz, Griffiths & 
Banyard, 2005) and constitute the most risky population (Young, 2004). 

When the developmental characteristics of university students are tak-
en into consideration, it is seen that identity is a very important concept. 
Especially during late adolescence which coincides with the university 
years (18-21 years of age), identity development is completed (Erikson, 
1968). Hence, the biggest gains in terms of identity formation occur 
during university years because university environment provides diver-
sity of experiences for the identity development of individuals (Water-
man, 1982 cited in Ward III, 2000). Marcia (2002) stated that identity 
diffusion and identity achievement in late adolescence can be better un-
derstood by means of identity status and identified four different iden-
tity statuses. These identity statuses are identity moratorium, identity 
foreclosed, identity diffusion and identity achievement. These identity 
statuses indicate the stage of adolescents in identity development proc-
ess (Steinberg, 2007).

The fact that university students are in a period of searching and experi-
menting their identity constitutes the basis of a number of studies on the 
role of the Internet in identity formation (Valkenburg & Peter, 2008). In 
these studies, it is emphasized that since the Internet enables individu-
als to conceal their identity and present themselves in any identity they 
wish, individuals can do identity experiments in the Internet environ-
ment (Gross, 2004; Kennedy, 2006; Valkenburg & Peter, 2008; Valken-
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burg, Schouten & Peter, 2005). Therefore, identity development process 
has become an inevitable source of the Internet use (Mullis, Mullis & 
Cornille, 2007). At the same time, the Internet also provides individu-
als with opportunities to interact with a number of people and experi-
ment various identities. Such an interaction provides these individuals 
with rich feedback about their identities. Therefore, these opportunities 
can accelerate identity development. On the other hand, individuals can 
constantly show their “ideal” identities in the Internet environment. In 
general, this situation is likely to cause individual identity evaluations of 
adolescents to become unrealistically exaggerated. In addition, the In-
ternet increases social connectedness and may cause individuals to be-
come overexposed to various relationships and thoughts that damage 
the identity formation of individuals. Furthermore, constant use of fake 
identity patterns may hurt individuals psychologically (Kennedy, 2006; 
Valkenburg & Peter, 2008; Ward III, 2000). Therefore, adolescents may 
start to regard the Internet as a tool that helps them avoid their real-life 
responsibilities and their real identities as well as may tend to submit 
themselves to the virtual world (Huang, 2006; Yang & Tung, 2007). This 
situation could lead to the problematic/pathological use of the Internet. 

Since the problematic Internet use is a syndrome that comprises cog-
nitive and behavioral symptoms leading to negative consequences in 
terms of social, academic, professional, financial and physical aspects 
(Caplan, 2002, 2003; Davis, 2001; Morahan-Martin & Schumacker, 
2003; Young, 1998), lots of studies have been conducted to investigate 
the relationship with problematic internet use. When the research re-
sults regarding the problematic internet use are taken into general con-
sideration, it is seen that gender and the Internet use purpose are the 
basic factors. In general, the Internet is used to establish communica-
tion, to entertain oneself and to get information (Shaw & Gant, 2002). 
On the other hand, in terms of problematic Internet use, the Internet 
use for communication purposes is handled in two dimensions: estab-
lishing virtual communication with new people/communicating with 
familiar people (Morahan-Martin & Schumacher, 2000). Research 
shows that gender (men) (Choi, 2001; Çakır-Balta & Horzum, 2008; 
DiNicola, 2004; Everhard, 2000; Li & Chung, 2006; Morahan-Martin 
& Schumacher, 2000; Scherer, 1997; Weitzman, 2000) and the Inter-
net use for entertainment and social interaction such as establishing 
social relationships with new people, shopping, downloading movies 
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and songs, and playing online games are important predictors of the 
problematic Internet use (Ceyhan & Ceyhan, 2007; Choi, 2001; Kim 
& Davis, 2009; Li & Chung, 2006; Morahan-Martin & Schumacher, 
2000; Oğuz, Zayim, Özel & Saka, 2008; Weitzman, 2000). It was also 
found out that use of the Internet for searching for information (Chak 
& Leung, 2004; Whang, Lee & Chang, 2003; Young, 1998) and estab-
lishing communication with the family and friends was not a predictor 
of the problematic Internet use (Kim & Davis, 2009).

When the relationships of the Internet addiction (online chat and 
games) with establishing intimate relationships and developing iden-
tity among university students were examined, it was seen for individu-
als addicted to online chat and games that there were weak symptoms 
for identity achievement and strong symptoms for identity diffusion 
(Huang, 2006). In another study, the relationships between identity 
statuses and pathological Internet use were investigated. The results re-
vealed that university students with the identity moratorium status had 
more symptoms of pathological Internet use than the university stu-
dents with the identity foreclosed status (Matsuba, 2006). In addition, 
it was found out that university students with the identity moratorium 
status and with the identity diffusion status had a higher level of the 
problematic Internet use than the university students with other identi-
ty statuses (Ward III, 2000). These studies limited in number show that 
the developmental need of university students for identity formation is 
an important reason for problematic Internet use.

Although some studies about understanding the Internet usage of uni-
versity students  has been carried out in Turkey (Atıcı & Dikici, 2003; 
Balcı & Ayhan, 2007; Oral, 2004) and the problematic Internet use 
(Ceyhan, 2007; Ceyhan & Ceyhan, 2007; Çakır-Balta & Horzum, 2008; 
Gönül, 2002; Oğuz, et al., 2008; Öztürk, Odabaşıoğlu, Eraslan, Genç & 
Kalyoncu, 2007), there is little research about the relationship between 
the Internet use and identity development. Therefore, there is a need for 
further research that reveals the relationship between the problematic 
Internet use and identity development. This study tries to meet the needs 
mentioned aims at revealing the relationships between the problematic 
Internet use of university students and their identity status, their main 
Internet use purposes and their gender. In line with this purpose, the 
present study seeks an answer to the question of “Do the identity statuses 
of university students, their basic Internet use purposes and their gender are 
significant predictors of their level of the problematic Internet use?” 
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Method
Participants

The study group of the present research includes a total of 464 university 
students attending various undergraduate programs at Anadolu Univer-
sity in the academic year of 2007-2008. Among these students, 238 of 
them (%51.30) were females, and 226 of them (%48.70) were males. In 
terms of their class grades, 183 of all the students (%39.40) were fresh-
men; 68 students (%14.70) were second-graders; 130 students (%28.00) 
were third-graders; and 77 students (%16.60) were seniors; on the other 
hand, 6 students did not state their class grades. In addition, the cumu-
lative Grand Point Averages of the students was 2.55 (s = 0.53) ranging 
between 0.98 and 3.77. 

For the collection of the research data, the Problematic Internet Use 
Scale (PIUS) was administered to measure the problematic Internet 
use levels of the individuals; the Extended Objective Measure of Ego 
Identity Status (EOM-EIS-2) to measure the identity status levels of 
individuals; and the Information Questionnaire was used to obtain per-
sonal information and information about the Internet use.

Measures

The problematic Internet Use Scale (PIUS): The PIUS was developed 
by Ceyhan, Ceyhan and Gürcan (2007) to measure the problematic In-
ternet use levels of university students. The scale includes 33 items re-
sponded through five-point rating. The scores to be obtained from the 
scale range from 33 to 165. The higher scores obtained from the scale 
refer to unhealthy Internet use of individuals and thus show that they are 
influenced negatively and that they may have a tendency towards pathol-
ogy like the Internet addiction (Ceyhan, Ceyhan and Gürcan, 2007). 

The Extended Objective Measure of Ego Identity Status (EOM-
EIS-2): The EOM-EIS-2 was developed by Bennion and Adams to 
measure the identity development levels of individuals. The Turkish 
adaptation studies of the scale were carried out by Oskay (1998). The 
EOM-EIS-2 is made up of 64 likert-type items. From the scale, the 
sub-scales of Identity Achievement, Identity Moratorium, Identity 
Foreclosed and Identity Diffusion can be obtained. Thus, from each of 
the four sub-scales that reveal the identity statuses, scores ranging from 
16 to 96 can be obtained (Oskay, 1998). The higher scores to be ob-
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tained from each sub-scale mean increase in the identity status levels 
of identity achievement, identity moratorium, identity foreclosed and 
identity diffusion. In this study, the total scores obtained from the four 
sub-scales independently from the two areas that constitute the scale 

were taken into consideration. 

Information Questionnaire: The questionnaire was developed for the 
present study. The questionnaire includes questions to obtain personal 
information about university students participating in the study such 
as their gender and class-grades and to obtain information about their 
basic Internet use purposes (What is the basic purpose of your using 
the Internet?: obtaining information, establishing communication with 
friends and relatives, entertainment, and establishing social relation-
ships with unfamiliar people).

Procedure

The research data were collected in April and May in 2008. A total 
of 464 students participated in the study. However, because the scores 
of three students were extreme values, the statistical analyses were run 
on the scores of 461 students. The analyses of the research data were 
conducted with linear multiple hierarchical regression analysis. In the 
study, because the variables of gender and basic Internet use purpose 
considered as predictive variables were categorical variables, they were 
first transformed into dummy variables and then included in the analy-
sis (Field, 2005). In the study, the significance level was taken as.05. 

Results

The present study investigated whether the identity statuses of university 
students, basic Internet use purposes, and gender are significant predic-
tors of the problematic Internet use levels. For this purpose, the research 
data were analyzed through multiple hierarchical regression analysis, 
and the variables of basic Internet use purposes (obtaining information, 
establishing communication with friends and relatives, entertainment, 
and establishing social relationships with unfamiliar people) [Model 1], 
identity status levels (Identity Achievement, Identity Moratorium, Iden-
tity Foreclosed and Identity Diffusion) [Model 2], and gender [Model 
3], which were all predictive variables, were included in the analysis as 
three blocks, respectively. The results of the linear multiple hierarchical 
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regression analysis revealed that the identity diffusion status, the iden-
tity foreclosed status and the gender did not significantly contribute to 
the regression model. By excluding these variables from the model, the 
analyses were conducted again. As a result, it was found out that the vari-
ables of The Internet use for such purposes as “establishing communica-
tion with friends and relatives”, “entertainment” and “establishing social 
relationships with unfamiliar people” all significantly explained 8.7% of 
the total variance. It was also revealed that the “identity achievement” 
status and the “identity moratorium” status both contributed to this total 
variance with an increase of 6.2%. Thus, it was seen that these variables 
significantly explained 14.9% of the total variance regarding problematic 
Internet use. When the predictive variables were examined according to 
the standardized regression coefficients (ß), it was seen that the Internet 
use for the purpose of “establishing social relationships with unfamil-
iar people” was the most important predictor and was the variable that 
best explained problematic Internet use. This variable was, in order of 
importance, followed by “identity moratorium”, “identity achievement”, 
“entertainment” and “establishing communication with friends and rela-
tives”. In addition, the results of the regression analysis revealed that the 
“identity foreclosed” status, the “identity diffusion” status, and gender did 
not significantly predict problematic Internet use. 

Consequently, the basic Internet use purpose and identity status were 
found to be important factors in problematic Internet use, yet gender 
was not an important factor in the problematic Internet use. When con-
sidered in terms of the basic Internet use purpose, the basic purpose of 
“establishing social relationships with unfamiliar people” was the most 
important predictor, and so was “entertainment”. In addition, when 
the basic purpose of “obtaining information” was taken as reference, it 
was found out that all the Internet users, especially healthy users, had 
higher levels of the problematic Internet use for all other the Internet 
use purposes. It was also revealed that identity status was an important 
factor in the problematic Internet use and that the problematic Internet 
use had a significant relationship with the identity achievement status 
(negatively) and the identity moratorium status. When the direction of 
this relationship was examined, it was seen that as the identity achieve-
ment level increased, the problematic Internet use level significantly de-
creased (ß= -.16) and that as the identity moratorium level increased, 
the problematic Internet use level significantly increased (ß=.19) as well. 
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Discussion

The findings of the study revealed that the Internet use purposes are 
important for the problematic Internet use of university students. It 
was also found out that the Internet use for the purpose of “establishing 
social relationships with unfamiliar people” was the basic predictor of 
problematic Internet use. In addition, the Internet use for “entertain-
ment” purposes and its use for the purpose of “establishing communica-
tion with friends and relatives” were predictive variables, yet the Internet 
use for the purpose of “obtaining information” had no relationship with 
problematic Internet use. This finding is consistent with the findings 
of previous studies which concluded that the use of the Internet for 
social interaction is a risk factor for the development of the problem-
atic Internet use (Caplan, 2002; Ceyhan, 2007; Chak & Leung, 2004; 
Choi, 2001; Li & Chung, 2006; Oğuz, et al., 2008; Ward, 2001; Young, 
1998). Similarly, the present research findings are also supported by the 
findings of other studies which concluded that the use of the Internet 
to entertain, to relax, and to spend good time has a relationship with 
the problematic Internet use (Ceyhan & Ceyhan, 2007; Choi, 2001; 
Morahan-Martin & Schumacher, 2000; Weitzman, 2000) and that the 
Internet users for the purpose of “obtaining information” are healthy us-
ers (Chak & Leung, 2004; Whang, Lee & Chang, 2003; Young, 1998). 
Therefore, the present research findings suggest that the Internet use 
for the purpose of establishing social relationships and its use for enter-
tainment purposes are important factors in problematic Internet use. In 
this respect, when the developmental task of some university students 
such as identity formation and that of other university students such 
as establishing intimate relationships are taken into consideration, it 
could be stated that the opportunity provided by the Internet to estab-
lish social relationships rapidly with a number of people at a time causes 
the Internet to be intensely used for the purpose of establishing social 
interactions. This situation is likely to put university students into a risk 
group in terms of problematic Internet use. On the other hand, the use 
of the Internet for entertainment purposes such as playing games, re-
laxing and spending good time could lead to problematic Internet use. 
Thus, as a result of overuse of the Internet in an uncontrollable man-
ner, it will be inevitable for an individual to experience impairments in 
various areas of life, especially in the area of psychosocial development. 

The present research findings show that identity statuses of university 
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students constitute an important factor for their problematic Internet 
use. In the study, it was found out that the problematic Internet use 
has a negative relationship with the “identity achievement status” and 
a positive relationship with the “identity moratorium status”. This find-
ing is consistent with the findings of studies which report that identity 
statuses are important factors in the problematic Internet use (Huang, 
2006; Matsuba, 2006; Ward III, 2000). When the research findings 
are taken into consideration, it could be stated that university students 
with the identity moratorium status are more inclined to experiences 
related to the problematic Internet use and that those with the iden-
tity achievement status are healthy Internet users. Individuals with 
the identity moratorium status examine and test their options in order 
to take a decision (Oskay, 1998). For this reason, the Internet allows 
university students with the identity moratorium status to do identity 
experiments. In addition, since the Internet gives the opportunity to 
interact with a number of people during their identity experiments, it 
provides quite valuable feedback, which could allow university students 
with the identity moratorium status to use the Internet intensely. On 
the other hand, as online relationships help avoid anxiety that exists in 
face-to-face relationships and as they allow anonymity, individuals can 
play the role of any personality and either gender they want and thus 
will have the chance to try different personality and relationship types. 
However, it could be stated that individuals’ constant use of fake identi-
ties may hinder the formation of a stable identity; that the Internet use 
may go from healthy use towards problematic use; and that as a result, it 
could threaten one’s mental health. 

In the study, it was revealed that there is no relationship between the 
problematic Internet use of students and their gender. This finding is 
similar to previous research findings that the problematic Internet use 
does not change with respect to gender (Hall & Parsons, 2001; Le-
ung, 2004). On the other hand, this finding is not consistent with the 
findings of other studies which report that boys are more problematic 
Internet users than girls (Choi, 2001; Çakır-Balta & Horzum, 2008; 
DiNicola, 2004; Everhard, 2000; Li & Chung, 2006; Morahan-Martin 
& Schumacher, 2000; Scherer, 1997; Weitzman, 2000). The differences 
in the problematic Internet use of individuals in terms of their gender 
could be explained with boys and girls’ developmental tasks of identity 
formation and of establishment of intimate relationships. For university 
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students who experience difficulty in carrying out these developmental 
tasks, the Internet could be rescuer. Since the Internet provides uni-
versity students with an appropriate and comfortable environment in 
which they can do experiments on deciding what they want to be, it 
has become an inevitable tool for the young. On the other hand, young 
individuals who continuously experience failure as a result of their iden-
tity experiments are likely to consider the Internet as a tool that helps 
them suspend these attempts for a while or help them avoid their real 
identities; also, they may start to take part in activities like games, gam-
bling, and shopping in the virtual world of the Internet. 

The overall results of the present study point out that the basic Internet 
use purpose is quite important in the problematic Internet use and that 
the Internet use for other purposes (especially “establishing social rela-
tionships with unfamiliar people” and “entertainment”, respectively) ex-
cept for “obtaining information” may increase the level of the problem-
atic Internet use and may constitute an important risk for the Internet 
addiction. In addition, having an “identity achievement” status is likely 
to decrease the level of problematic Internet use, yet having an “identity 
moratorium” status may increase the level of problematic Internet use. 
Therefore, there is a great need for giving effective and comprehensive 
student personnel services in universities which allow identity morato-
rium efforts to depend on social and intimate relationships in real sense; 
for avoiding the reasons and needs that lead to the problematic Internet 
use of university students; and for helping students develop identity 
achievement who try to become an adult between their adolescence and 
adulthood. On the other hand, it is important to encourage university 
students from their early days at university to take part in rich, social 
and cultural activities rather than wasting time on the Internet. In this 
way, not only the social skills and social environment of students will 
develop, but also they will have the opportunity to develop identity 
achievement by knowing themselves better through different activities. 
The findings of the present study provide important results in terms of 
understanding the nature of problematic Internet use, yet the findings 
should be evaluated within the scope of the limitations of the study and 
supported by future studies. 
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