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ABSTRACT

Background: The significant role of internet addiction in influencing dietary behaviour, particularly among young
adults, has become a prominent cause for concern. The continuous connectivity provided by the internet, alongside
the widespread use of social media and online platforms, has created an environment where individuals often find
themselves deeply engrossed in virtual realms. This digital immersion frequently disrupts established routines,
including eating habits.

Methods: An exploratory study was conducted to examine the prevalence of internet addiction and dietary habits of
young adults of 254 respondents. Data was collected using the Korean internet addiction scale (KS scale). The KS
scale comprises demographic information, patterns of internet addiction, and lifestyle and snacking patterns.
Statistical analysis done by SPSS.

Results: The results of the study revealed that majority of the respondents were potential internet users (40.55%)
followed by low risk (37.01%) and high risk (22.44%). Individuals at high risk exhibit markedly higher scores,
reflecting more intense symptoms and reinforcing the need for specialized interventions tailored to this group.
Conclusions: The study highlighted the concerning prevalence of internet addiction among young adults and its
significant impact on dietary behaviours. With a substantial portion of respondents categorized as potential or high-
risk users, it was evident that internet addiction disrupts traditional eating habits and routines. The findings underscore
there is a need for targeted interventions aimed at addressing internet addiction, particularly among those at higher
risk, to promote healthier dietary practices.

Keywords: Cyber addiction, Dietary behaviour, Internet addiction, Korean internet addiction scale, Lifestyle patterns,
Young adults and non-communicable diseases

INTRODUCTION

Internet addiction, also known as cyber addiction,
represents a relatively new phenomenon not yet fully
recognized by the medical community. It is part of a
series of emerging health problems in the 21% century.
Researchers classify it as a form of behavioral
dependence, noting that individuals with addictive

behaviors are more likely to experience health morbidity,
socioeconomic issues, and behavioral problems.!

However, this widespread adoption has also led to a
troubling phenomenon: internet addiction. While this
potential behavioral disorder is not yet officially
recognized as a distinct psychiatric condition, it has
increasingly captured the attention of both researchers
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and the public. Moreover, the mental health decline
associated with internet addiction is often exacerbated by
disrupted sleep and reduced physical activity, further
impacting overall well-being.>*

The rapid expansion of internet access and the
proliferation of online activities have heightened the risk
for individuals with underlying psychological
vulnerabilities to develop problematic attachments to the
digital realm.** Emerging research indicates that internet
addiction bears many similarities to other recognized
addictive disorders. It often involves compulsive and
uncontrolled internet use, prioritization of online
activities over real-world responsibilities, and detrimental
impacts on academic, social, and occupational
functioning.>® Anecdotal evidence underscores these
concerns, with case studies documenting students whose
academic performance has suffered due to excessive
immersion in the digital world, leading to neglect of their
studies and physical well-being.**

Adolescents are particularly vulnerable to internet
addiction, which can negatively impact their social
performance, psychological state, and lifestyle habits. In
the past decade, internet use among adolescents has
surged dramatically. In the US and Japan, 93% of
adolescents aged 12 to 17 are online, while 71.8% of
adolescents in China and 74.5% in India are also
connected.* Numerous cross-sectional studies have shown
that internet addiction adversely affects various lifestyle-
related factors in adolescents, such as irregular dietary
habits, prolonged internet use, physical inactivity, and
reduced sleep duration.”

Furthermore, heavy internet use can lead to negative
physical effects, including excessive weight gain or
obesity. The increase in obesity over the past 10 to 20
years is linked to a shift from physically demanding
lifestyles to more sedentary habits, driven by
industrialization and the consumption of calorie-dense
foods.” Immobility is a significant concern for those who
spend extensive periods online.!” Additionally, excessive
internet use is associated with insomnia and disruptions in
sleep patterns.!!!2

Impact on lifestyle choices
Mental health

Internet overuse can negatively impact mental health.
Excessive internet use is linked to higher levels of anxiety
and depression. This mental health decline is often
compounded by disrupted sleep and reduced physical
activity, further affecting overall well-being.”

Sleep disruption
Excessive use of electronic devices before bedtime is

linked to delayed sleep onset and poor sleep quality.'?
High screen time is associated with an increased

likelihood of insomnia and reduced overall sleep
duration, negatively affecting daytime functioning and
health.!?

Physical inactivity

Excessive internet use is strongly associated with
decreased physical activity. Young adults who spend
more than four hours a day online are significantly less
likely to engage in regular physical exercise.'* This
sedentary behavior contributes to a range of health issues,
including increased risk of obesity and cardiovascular
diseases. Similarly, another study highlighted that
prolonged screen time is a major factor in reducing
physical activity levels and overall fitness.’

Impact on snacking patterns
Increased snacking and unhealthy eating

Young adults who overuse the internet are more prone to
unhealthy snacking behaviors. Internet overuse is
associated with higher consumption of high-calorie, low-
nutrient snacks. This tendency is often driven by the
convenience of online food ordering and the sedentary
nature of prolonged internet use, which encourages
snacking.!

Emotional eating

Emotional eating is another consequence of excessive
internet use. Individuals who spend significant time
online are more likely to use food as a coping mechanism
for stress and emotional distress. This pattern is further
exacerbated by disrupted sleep and sedentary behavior,
which are common among heavy internet users.

Obesity risk

The relationship between internet overuse, poor dictary
habits, and obesity is increasingly evident. The growing
prevalence of obesity among individuals who engage in
prolonged internet use and exhibit poor dietary choices.!

As the prevalence of internet addiction continues to rise,
numerous cross-sectional studies consistently highlight its
detrimental effects on various lifestyle-related factors in
adolescents. Internet addiction is associated with irregular
dietary patterns, prolonged periods of internet usage,
physical inactivity, insufficient sleep, and an increased
likelihood of alcohol and tobacco consumption.
Addressing these issues is essential for promoting
healthier lifestyles among those affected by internet
addiction.

Aim
This study was aimed to explore the prevalence of

internet addiction among young adults and its impact on
dietary behaviours.
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METHODS

An exploratory study was conducted to examine the
prevalence of internet addiction and dietary habits among
young adults. The research was carried out from
December 2023 to May 2024, involving 254 participants
from Hyderabad city. The study specifically targeted
young adults aged 19 to 31 years, including both male
and female participants, who had been using the internet
for at least the past six months. This age group was
selected based on previous research indicating that young
adults are particularly susceptible to internet overuse. To
ensure that participants had sufficient exposure to online
activities, the six-month usage criterion was established,
which enhances the validity of the findings related to
internet addiction. Participants were recruited through
various channels, including social media platforms, local
universities, and community organizations. This
recruitment strategy aimed to achieve a diverse
representation of young adults, considering factors such
as socio-economic status, educational background, and
lifestyle habits. By employing this approach, the study
aimed to provide a comprehensive understanding of the
prevalence of internet addiction and its impact on dietary
behaviors within this demographic. Data was collected
using the Korean internet addiction scale, which includes
various components designed to evaluate internet
addiction and associated behaviors.!® The KS scale
comprises demographic information, patterns of internet
addiction, and lifestyle and snacking patterns. Internet
addiction organized into four subcategories: internet over-

use, dependence, withdrawal, and avoidance of reality.
The scale includes 20 items that assess levels of internet
addiction, with responses rated on a 5-point Likert scale.
The scale ranges from 0 (“not applicable”) to 5
("always”), with intermediate values indicating varying
frequencies of internet-related behaviours. Based on their
scores, participants were classified into three categories:
high-risk internet users, potential risk internet users, and
low-risk internet users. This classification helps in
understanding the severity of internet addiction and in
identifying individuals who may need targeted
interventions. Statistical analysis was performed using
SPSS. Ethical approval was not required.

RESULTS

This demographic analysis revealed notable differences in
gender, age, education, BMI, personality type, and
relationship status across the varying levels of internet
addiction risk. A higher proportion of females were found
in the low-risk category (88.30%), while males dominate
the high-risk category (31.58%). Younger individuals
(19-23 years) predominantly fall into the low-risk
category (77.66%). As age increases, particularly in the
23-27 age range, there was a notable rise in high-risk
individuals (47.37%). Higher education levels correlate
with increased representation in the high-risk category,
particularly among PhD holders (26.32%). The BMI
distributions were relatively stable, with most individuals
categorized as having normal weight.

Table 1: Demographic information of the respondents.

Low risk Potential risk  High risk
P value

Male 11(11.70) 24 (23.30) 18 (31.58) 53 (20.87)

S Female 83 (88.30) 79 (76.70) 39 (6842) 201 (79.13) 2000
19-23 73 (77.66) 68 (66.02) 21(36.84) 162 (63.78)

Age (years) 23-27 14 (14.89) 25 (24.27) 27(47.37)  66(25.98)  0.000
27-31 7 (7.45) 10 (9.71) 9(15.79) 26 (10.24)
Graduation 67 (71.28) 55 (53.40) 18 (31.58) 140 (55.12)

Education Post-graduation 19(2021) 39 (37.86) 24 (42.11) 82(35.28)  0.000
PhD 8 (8.51) 9 (8.74) 15(2632) 32 (12.60)
Underweight (<18.5) 20 (21.28)  31(30.10) 12 (21.05) 63 (24.80)

BMI Normal weight (18.5-24.9) 58 (61.70) 60 (58.25) 39(6842)  157(6181) 00
Overweight (25-29.9) 13(13.83) 10 (9.71) 3 (5.26) 26 (10.24) '
Obesity (above 30) 3 (3.19) 2 (1.94) 3 (5.26) 8 (3.15)

Personality IOvert 38 (40.43) 36 (34.95) 27(47.37) 101 (39.76)

i Extrovert 27(28.72) 14 (13.59) 9(15.79)  50(19.69)  0.000
Ambivert 29 (30.85) 53 (51.46) 21(36.84) 103 (40.55)
Single 77(81.91) 92 (89.32) 45(78.95) 214 (84.25)

Relationship In-relationship 9 (9.57) 7 (6.80) 6 (10.53) 22 (8.66) 0.000

status Married 8 (8.51) 4 (3.88) 3 (5.26) 15 (5.91) '
Divorced 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 3 (5.26) 3 (1.18)
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Table 2: KS-scale scores based on the level of internet addiction.

Internet addiction Max score Low risk (n=94) Potential risk (n=103)  High risk (n=57) Total (n=254)
Internet over-use 41 16.10+£3.25 23.97+3.27 33.89+3.72 19.84+7.97
Dependence 23 7.12+1.93 11.50+2.99 17.11£3.46 9.27+4.54
Withdrawal 13 4.20+1.37 7.18+2.22 10.95+2.00 5.69+3.06
Avoidance of reality 14 4.33+1.31 6.38+2.17 8.89+2.83 5.28+2.64

Table 3: Lifestyle patterns and snacking patterns based on the level of internet addiction.

patterns Potential risk (n=103

phvsical activiey <20 63 (67.02) 63 (61.17) 33 (57.89) 159 (62.60)
(miy;:ftzs)ac Mty 3060 31 (32.98) 33 (32.04) 18 (31.58) 82 (32.28)
>60 0 (0.00) 7 (6.80) 6 (10.53) 13 (5.12)
Always regular 37 (39.36) 26 (25.24) 21 (36.84) 84 (33.07)
Sleep pattern I?Ift':lrll regula{ 32 (34.04) 42 (40.78) 15 (26.32) 89 (35.04)
ertherreguiar s (26.60) 35 (33.98) 21 (36.84) 81 (31.89)
or irregular
giz*c’gmg R 35(37.23) 43 (41.75) 30 (52.63) 108 (42.52)
Skipping Yes 15 (15.96) 29 (28.16) 24 (42.11) 68 (26.77)
Breakfast No 79 (84.04) 74 (71.84) 33 (57.89) 186 (73.23)
o Yes 4 (4.26) 2 (1.94) 3 (5.26) 9 (3.54)
Skipping lunch =7 90 (95.74) 101 (98.06) 54 (94.74) 245 (96.46)
o Yes 8 (8.51) 4 (3.88) 6 (10.53) 18 (7.09)
Skipping dinner 86 (91.49) 99 (96.12) 51(89.47) 236 (92.9)
Snacking while  Yes 17 (18.09) 22 (21.36) 18 (31.58) 57 (22.44)
using internet  No 77 (81.91) 81 (78.64) 39 (68.42) 197 (77.56)

17.1143.46, significantly higher than the potential risk
group (11.50+2.99) and the low-risk group (7.12+1.93).
This increasing trend in dependence highlights the
escalating severity of addiction. The total sample mean

However, there was a slight increase in underweight
individuals within the high-risk group (21.05%),
indicating that high-risk individuals may experience
disruptions in their eating habits related to excessive

internet use. Personality types show distinct patterns.
Introverts were more prevalent in the high-risk group
(47.37%), while extroverts were less represented
(15.79%). Ambiverts were the most common across all
risk levels, suggesting that while a range of personality
types can be at risk, introverts may be particularly
susceptible to higher levels of addiction due to their
inclination toward solitary activities. Single individuals
constitute a significant majority across all risk levels
(81.91% at low risk, 89.32% at potential risk, and 78.95%
at high risk). The high percentage of singles, especially in
the potential risk category, suggests a potential link
between internet use, addiction, and social dynamics.

Individuals classified as high risk exhibit significantly
higher levels of internet over-use (33.89+3.72) compared
to those in the low risk (16.10+3.25) and potential risk
categories (23.9743.27). This trend indicates a
progressive increase in over-use corresponding with
higher risk levels. The overall mean score for the sample
(19.84+7.97) falls between the low and potential risk
categories, suggesting that a considerable portion of the
population may experience moderate over-use. Regarding
dependence, the high-risk group reports a mean score of

(9.27+4.54) indicates a general tendency toward moderate
dependence, although still notably lower than that seen in
the high-risk group. The high-risk group scores
10.95+2.00, markedly higher than both the potential risk
group (7.1842.22) and the low-risk group (4.20+1.37).
The mean score for the total sample (5.6943.06) indicates
that withdrawal symptoms were prevalent but intensify
with increased risk. High-risk individuals report the
highest mean score (8.89+2.83) for avoidance of reality,
followed by potential risk (6.38+2.17) and low risk
(4.33+1.31).

Physical activity

Physical activity levels differ significantly across risk
categories. A majority (62.60% overall) of individuals
report engaging in less than 30 minutes of physical
activity daily, with a slight decrease in this trend as risk
levels increase. Specifically, 67.02% of those at low risk
and 61.17% of those at potential risk engage in minimal
exercise, while only 57.89% of high-risk individuals do
so. Conversely, the percentage of individuals
participating in more than 60 minutes of physical activity
was low overall (5.12%), but slightly higher in the higher
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risk groups (6.80% in potential risk and 10.53% in high
risk). A higher percentage of individuals in the low-risk
category report regular sleep patterns (39.36%) compared
to those at potential risk (25.24%) and high risk
(36.84%). However, a greater proportion of potential risk
individuals have regular sleep patterns “often” (40.78%),
while those at high risk show more irregular sleep
patterns (36.84%). The incidence of sleeping at the
workplace was highest among the high-risk group
(52.63%), followed by those at potential risk (41.75%)
and low risk (37.23%). Meal-skipping behaviors differ
significantly with risk levels. A greater percentage of
high-risk individuals skip breakfast (42.11%) compared
to those at potential risk (28.16%) and low risk (15.96%).
This suggests that higher internet addiction risk may be
linked to poorer dietary habits, potentially due to irregular
schedules or poor time management. In contrast, skipping
lunch is rare across all groups, while skipping dinner is
slightly more common but still relatively low overall
(7.09%). Snacking during internet use is more prevalent
in the high-risk group (31.58%) compared to the low-risk
(18.09%) and potential risk groups (21.36%). This
behavior may reflect unhealthy eating habits associated
with prolonged internet use, indicating a tendency toward
multitasking or sedentary behavior during online
activities.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study provide important insights into
the demographic and behavioral factors associated with
internet addiction among young adults. A significant
gender disparity was observed, with males more likely to
be categorized as high-risk users. This aligns with
previous studies that have reported higher rates of internet
addiction among males, potentially due to greater
engagement in online gaming and other internet-based
recreational activities.!® These findings suggest that
gender-specific interventions may be more effective in
addressing internet overuse.

Age-related trends identified in the study showed that
individuals in their mid-20s exhibited higher levels of
internet addiction. This may be attributed to the increased
academic and professional responsibilities in this age
group, which could drive excessive internet use either as
a coping mechanism or due to work-related demands.
Previous literature supports this, noting that stress related
to transitions in early adulthood may exacerbate internet
dependence.!”

Interestingly, higher levels of education were associated
with greater risk of internet addiction. This may reflect
academic pressures and the growing reliance on digital
platforms for learning and communication. Similar
findings have been reported in earlier studies, where
academic stress and performance anxiety were linked to
increased internet use.!® These findings underscore the
importance of integrating stress management programs
within educational institutions.

The association between underweight status and high-risk
internet use suggests a potential link between internet
addiction and neglect of physical health. Prior research
has indicated that internet-addicted individuals often
exhibit poor nutritional habits and sedentary behaviors,
which could explain the higher prevalence of underweight
individuals in this group.'

Personality traits also appeared to influence internet use,
with a higher prevalence of introverts among high-risk
individuals. This supports earlier studies that identified
introversion as a risk factor, as such individuals may
prefer  online  interactions  over  face-to-face
communication.?’ Similarly, relationship status played a
role, with single individuals showing higher addiction
scores, possibly due to more unstructured free time or use
of the internet for social connection.

The study’s findings further highlighted the
multidimensional nature of internet addiction,
encompassing overuse, dependence, withdrawal, and
escapism. These dimensions have been documented in
earlier —research, emphasizing the psychological
complexity of internet addiction.® High levels of
dependence and withdrawal symptoms among high-risk
users point to serious psychological and behavioral
consequences, necessitating early identification and
therapeutic interventions such as cognitive-behavioral
therapy (CBT).

The use of the internet as a coping mechanism for stress
was another key finding. Prior studies have established
this behavior as a central feature of internet addiction,
where users turn to digital engagement to manage
negative emotions.?! This indicates the need for
psychological support systems that promote healthier
stress-coping strategies.

Lifestyle behaviors among high-risk users were also
concerning. Decreased physical activity, poor dietary
habits, and irregular sleep patterns were all significantly
associated with high levels of internet use. These results
are consistent with prior findings that link excessive
screen time to sedentary lifestyles, disrupted circadian
thythms, and unhealthy eating behaviors.?>?* The
observed trend of breakfast skipping and increased
snacking while online highlights the need for public
health interventions focusing on nutritional education and
healthy routine development.

Furthermore, high rates of sleeping at work among
internet-addicted individuals may reflect chronic fatigue
and impaired daytime functioning, affecting academic or
occupational productivity. These issues have also been
reported in previous studies that link internet addiction
with decreased performance and well-being.>*

Overall, the study highlights the broad and interconnected
impacts of internet addiction on psychological well-being,
physical health, and daily functioning. The results support
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the development of targeted, multifactorial interventions
that include educational, psychological, and lifestyle
components aimed at young adults.

CONCLUSION

The analysis of demographic patterns and lifestyle
behaviors in relation to internet addiction reveals
significant insights into the factors influencing addiction
risk. The data underscores that females, younger adults,
and individuals with higher education levels are more
frequently represented across varying risk levels.
Introverts and those with less stable relationships are
particularly prone to higher risk levels, highlighting the
role of personality traits and social factors in internet
addiction. The trend of increasing scores in internet over-
use, dependence, withdrawal, and avoidance of reality
with higher risk levels demonstrates a clear correlation
between internet addiction severity and behavioral and
psychological symptoms. Individuals at high risk exhibit
markedly higher scores, reflecting more intense
symptoms and reinforcing the need for specialized
interventions tailored to this group. Moreover, the
lifestyle patterns associated with internet addiction risk
reveal a decrease in physical activity, more frequent meal
skipping, and irregular sleep patterns as addiction risk
increases. The tendency to sleep at the workplace among
those at high risk further emphasizes the extensive impact
of internet addiction on daily life and well-being. Overall,
these findings suggest that addressing both demographic
factors and lifestyle behaviours is essential in developing
effective prevention and intervention strategies. Targeted
approaches that consider individual risk profiles and
associated lifestyle challenges could significantly enhance
efforts to reduce internet addiction and improve overall
health outcomes.
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