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Abstract

The present study aimed to develop and test a model to account for the effect of family communication
patterns and sensation seeking on internet addiction through the mediating role of basic psychological
needs (competence, autonomy, and communication). This study adopted a multivariate correlational
design through path analysis. The participants (n = 290) were selected through multi-stage cluster random
sampling from among all the lower secondary school students in Khorramabad. The data were collected
using the Addiction to Virtual Social Networks in Adolescents Questionnaire (Sadeghzadeh et al., 2019),
the Revised Family Communication Patterns Questionnaire (Ritchie & Fitzpatrick, 1990), the Sensation
Seeking Scale (Aluja et al., 2010), and the Basic Psychological Needs Scale (Sorebo et al., 2006). The
proposed model was evaluated through path analysis with SPSS and AMOS-23 software. The findings
confirmed a positive and significant direct relationship between communication patterns (conversation)
and basic psychological needs (competence, autonomy, and communication) and also a positive and
significant direct relationship between sensation seeking and internet addiction. The data also indicated a
negative and significant direct relationship between conformity communication patterns and basic
psychological needs (competence, autonomy, and communication), a negative and significant direct
relationship between sensation seeking and basic psychological needs (competence, autonomy, and
communication), and a negative and significant direct relationship between competence and internet
addiction. In addition, the paths of autonomy and communication on internet addiction were not
confirmed. Moreover, in the indirect paths, basic psychological needs (competence, autonomy, and
communication) played a mediating role between communication patterns (conversation) and internet
addiction, between the communication pattern (conformity) and internet addiction, and between sensation
seeking and internet addiction. Thus, teaching communication patterns and the way to control emotions to
parents, young individuals, and adolescents can contribute to meeting their basic psychological needs
(autonomy, competence, and communication) and reduce their dependence on online social networks.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In a world whose development depends on technology, it seems difficult to distinguish between the need for
the Internet and dependence on it. Therefore, on the one hand, the Internet has facilitated the possibility of
individuals’s communication and activities; on the other hand, its excessive use has led individuals to depend
on it (Hasmujaj, 2016). Currently, adolescents grow up in an environment where the use of the Internet and
cyberspace has increasingly become an important aspect of their lives (Wang et al., 2016), and it has many
negative academic and behavioral consequences for them. Besides, given that adolescence is a period of
vulnerability to social problems and phenomena, studying cyberspace as one of the factors affecting the
social and academic life of adolescents is considered important. Cyberspace, including social websites, is an
integral part of students’ lives and they can use it to do their homework and meet their academic
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requirements; however, its incorrect use can be problematic for adolescents and can cause many educational
problems for them (Zeinali & Zeinali, 2023). Furthermore, adolescence is a period of vulnerability to the
effects of social events and phenomena. As such, investigating the impact of cyberspace on the social and
academic life of adolescents and the factors that directly and indirectly affect internet addiction in
adolescents is an important matter.

Moreover, another contribution of the present study is that it proposes a model to account for the factors
underlying internet addiction in adolescents, better understand the reasons for this type of addiction, prevent
its incidence, and improve adolescents’ mental health. An overview of the literature suggests that many
studies have investigated the separate relationships of factors underlying internet addiction. However, to the
best of the researchers’ knowledge, no study has yet addressed the causal relationship between family
communication patterns and sensation seeking with internet addiction with a focus on the mediating role of
basic psychological needs in students. To this end, the present study sought to find out whether family
communication patterns and sensation seeking are associated with internet addiction through basic
psychological needs (competence, autonomy, and communication) in lower secondary school students.

Methods

This study adopted a multivariate correlational design through path analysis. The research population
consisted of all the male and female lower secondary school students (n = 82,917) in Khorramabad, Lorestan
Province, Iran, in the academic year 2023-2024. A total of 290 students (145 females and 145 males) were
selected as the participants using multi-stage cluster random sampling.

Instruments

Addiction to Virtual Social Networks in Adolescents Questionnaire: This tool was developed by
Sadeghzadeh et al. (2019) and has 31 items that are scored on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The minimum and maximum scores in this tool are 31 and 155, with higher
scores indicating more severe internet addiction in adolescents.

Revised Family Communication Patterns Questionnaire: The instrument was developed by Ritchie and
Fitzpatrick (1990) and has 26 items that are scored based on a five-point Likert scale from 0 (strongly
disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). The first 15 items measure the conversation orientation and the next 11 items
assess the conformity orientation. The minimum and maximum scores in this tool are 0 and 104, and higher
scores suggest that the respondent perceives more conversation or conformity in their family.

Sensation Seeking Scale: This tool was developed by Aluja et al. (2010) and contains 10 items that are
scored on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (never) to 5 (always). The minimum and maximum scores in this
tool are 10 and 50, respectively. A higher score on this scale indicates more sensation seeking and a lower
score indicates low sensation seeking.

Basic Psychological Needs Scale: This scale was developed by Sorebo et al. (2006) and has 21 items that
are scored on a seven-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The minimum and
maximum scores on this scale are 21 and 147, respectively. The higher scores on each subscale indicate more
need for that component.

Results
Table 1 shows the fit indices for the proposed model and the final model:

Table 1
The fit indices of the proposed and final models
Fit indices Y2 df y2/df GFI AGFI NFI CFlI IFI TLI RMSEA

The proposed model ~ 47.087 3 15696 0954 0566 0914 0917 0919 0416 0.266

The final model 6.424 3 2141 0996 0941 0988 0994 0994 0.955 0.063

As shown in the table model, the modified and final model has acceptable goodness of fit indices. The results
also indicated all the direct paths except the path of autonomy to internet addiction and the path of
communication to internet addiction were significant as detailed in Table 2:

Table 2
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Bootstrap results for mediating paths

Paths Statistic Lower boundary  Upper boundary  Sig.
Conversation — competence — internet addiction -0.1753 -0.2372 -0.1171 0.001
Conversation — autonomy — internet addiction -0.0993 -0.1426 -0.0560 0.001
Conversation — communication — internet addiction -0.0761 -0.1229 -0.0337 0.001
Conformity — competence — internet addiction 0.1666 0.1037 0.2365 0.001
Conformity — autonomy — internet addiction 0.0906 0.0407 0.1440 0.001
Conformity — communication — internet addiction 0.0666 0.0235 0.1155 0.001
Sensation seeking — competence — Internet addiction 0.1479 0.0943 0.2077 0.001
Sensation seeking — autonomy — Internet addiction 0.0902 0.0505 0.1332 0.001
Sensation seeking — communication — Internet addiction  0.0708 0.0308 0.1209 0.001

As can be seen in the table above, the lower and upper boundaries of the confidence interval for competence,
autonomy, and communication as the variables mediating the relationships of conversation, conformity, and
sensation seeking with internet addiction do not encompass zero. Thus, communication patterns and
sensation seeking have an indirect relationship with internet addiction through basic psychological needs
(competence, autonomy, and communication).

Discussion

The findings showed competence, autonomy, and communication play a mediating role in the relationship
between conversation orientation and internet addiction. According to the self-determination theory, basic
psychological needs are universal needs whose satisfaction is associated with positive psychological
consequences (Martos & Sally, 2017). Young (2007) reported that family communication patterns affect the
development of personality traits such as competence, autonomy, communication, and basic psychological
needs. Individuals from families with conversation orientation have a more positive view of themselves,
share personal issues more with their friends, and are more sociable than individuals in families who do not
encourage free discussion. As these individuals express their opinions freely in their families, they are more
likely to attend desired activities and achieve the outcomes predicted in advance. Thus, they have a higher
level of competence that helps them to spend their time on other things, predict the negative consequences of
internet addiction, and try to avoid it as much as possible. In addition, individuals with a conversational
communication pattern are more comfortable with their friends and family members and have more
opportunities to take action freely. Therefore, they easily engage in communication with their friends and
family members and enjoy talking with them. As a result, such individuals are less likely to develop internet
addiction. Furthermore, such individuals express their opinions freely because they are more intimate with
their family members and friends. As a result, they develop more effective communication skills. Because of
their desire to be supported by others and the trust they have in other individuals, they often tend to spend
more time with others and become less dependent on cyberspace.

The data in this study suggested that competence, autonomy, and communication play a mediating role in the
relationship between conformity orientation and internet addiction. Individuals with a conformity orientation
tend to be shy and have low self-esteem (Young, 2007). Conformity orientation is a degree of the family
communication pattern that forces the members to unify their attitudes, values, and opinions. Families with a
high level of conformity emphasize the harmonization of ideas and attitudes. This type of orientation
emphasizes conformity, avoiding conflict, and the dependence and adhesion of members to each other.
Communication between family members reflects obedience to adults and parents. These families have a
traditional structure. Thus, the family system is hierarchical and interconnected. Communication and
interaction within the family is more important than communication outside the family. If the basic
psychological needs, including competence, autonomy, and communication are met in these individuals, they
are likely to develop a sense of self-esteem and self-worth. However, if these needs are not met, the
individual will have a weak, negative, and critical perception of themselves and their social aspects.
Therefore, such an individual is more vulnerable to social evils, including internet addiction. Basic
psychological needs as a source of positive feelings and emotions can play a role in inducing positive and
adaptive behaviors and reducing the use of social networks. According to the self-determination theory, an
effective context or environment is needed for proper functioning, and the family plays an essential role in
creating this context. Environments that emphasize competence, autonomy, and more communication reduce
the intensity of internet addiction and internet use.

The findings from this study suggested competence, autonomy, and communication play a mediating role in
the relationship between sensation seeking and internet addiction. Sensation seeking can affect individuals’
behavior, characteristics, and priorities. Sensation-seeking individuals engage in activities that are associated
with high mobility and motivation (Zarei & Ghibi, 2018). Since cyberspace provides an unlimited source of
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information and entertainment for a person (Munno et al., 2017), searching in it facilitates adventure and
helps to come up with new and interesting phenomena. Hence, for sensation seekers who are tired of
repeating expected experiences and daily life issues and are looking for new and varied experiences,
cyberspace can be a place to satisfy their sensationalism (Mazaheri Nejadfard & Hosseinsabet, 2016). Since
most adolescents have free and unlimited access to the Internet, they tend to use it excessively (Tang, 2018)
and eventually become addicted to it. Sensation-seeking individuals do different things to get the optimal
level of arousal. They socialize with different individuals, not because they want to influence others, but
because they seek stimulation (Chaboki et al., 2020).

Conclusion

The Internet is a growing phenomenon, and the number of its users is increasing every day. The Internet is
used in different places such as home and schools, and indeed, it can be said that learning to use the Internet
is necessary for all individuals. Along with the growth of virtual social networks, there has been a serious
concern about young individuals’ and teenagers’ extreme use of and dependence on these networks.
According to self-determination theory, the basic psychological needs are competence, autonomy, and
communication. Competence motivates an individual to engage in the desired activities and to achieve pre-
forecasted outcomes. Thus, it can be argued that individuals with high sensation seeking can anticipate the
destructive effects of the internet and thus try to avoid it. Sensation-seeking individuals with a high level of
autonomy, tend to seek freedom and engage in social activities. Thus, they have less time to use the internet
and online social media. Besides, when such individuals receive support from others and trust in them, they
tend to use the internet less excessively. As a result, teaching communication patterns and the way to control
emotions to parents, young individuals, and adolescents can contribute to meeting their basic psychological
needs (autonomy, competence, and communication) and reduce their dependence on online social networks.
Given the expansion of cyberspace and the increasing dependence on it, educational officials need to raise
the awareness of parents of students about the effective role of communication patterns and sensation
seeking in reducing internet addiction. Furthermore, school counselors can raise parents’ awareness of the
potential risks of the internet and social media for their children.
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