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ABSTRACT 

Excessive internet usage has increased at an alarming rate in the recent past such that Internet 

Addiction is one of the most researched behavioural addiction nowadays. So many new cases 

have been reported of individuals addicted to internet who are impacting there personal, 

social and occupational life. A lot of them reported feeling lonely, had poor self-esteem, 

disturbed emotional ties with others, and didn’t have friend’s offline. In the light of that, the 

current review paper examines the role of attachment and attachment styles on internet 

addiction. Attachment styles are formed based on early childhood experiences which take 

form of internal working models as individual grows up. Internet addiction is a maladaptive 

coping strategy reflecting an inability to handle one’s emotions. It is important to understand 

different models of internet addiction & its diagnostic criteria to better understand how 

different attachment styles impact internet addiction. 
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Internet is a networking infrastructure which connects millions of computers together and 

allows them to communicate with each other. To be able to communicate both the parties 

need to be connected to internet. Internet has many advantages as it allows us access to 

information, knowledge and thereby enhances learning. It helps one connect, communicate 

and share with other people sitting far-away from us. It is useful for entertainment, billing, 

shopping, work, address mapping etc. However, it has many disadvantages as well like it 

causes distraction, gives access to work all the time, allows viewing pornographic content, 

can troll and stalk other through their social media profiles, cyber-crimes etc. The focus of 

this review paper will be to view how excessive usage of internet is related to attachment 

styles of the individual. 

 

INTERNET ADDICTION 

Internet addiction, a form of behavioural addiction refers to excessive usage of internet that 

hampers daily life functioning. It is a repetitive habit pattern to use internet even when not 

required. The person usually experiences a subjective loss of control which is characterized 

by immediate gratification and long term costs. It becomes a habit which the person is unable 

                                                             
1
M Phil Research Scholar, AICP, Amity University, Haryana, India 

2
Head of Department, AICP, Amity University, Haryana. India 

3
Assistant Professor, AICP, Amity University, Haryana, India 

*Responding Author 

Received: January 13, 2020; Revision Received: January 31, 2020; Accepted: February 10, 2020 

mailto:kanika.grdhr@gmail.com


Internet addiction & attachment styles 
 

© The International Journal of Indian Psychology, ISSN 2348-5396 (e)| ISSN: 2349-3429 (p) |    135 

to resist and gradually the tolerance develops. It so happens if the person is unable to use it 

somehow the person develops withdrawal symptoms. Dependence on internet is a 

maladaptive coping strategy. It has all the features of addictive behaviour given by Brown 

(1993) and extended by Griffiths (1996): Salience, Mood modification, tolerance, 

withdrawal, conflict and relapse. Internet addiction causes various biological, psychosocial 

and neurological problems in individuals. It is important to understand what causes internet 

addiction. The theoretical models that explain internet addiction are: 

 

Cognitive-Behavioural Model of Pathological Internet Use 

This model describes how our cognitions impact pathological internet use. It explains two 

types of pathological internet use specific and generalized. Specific PIU is when the 

individual is focussed on only one aspect of the internet for e.g. online gambling. Generalized 

PIU is just multidimensional overuse of the internet. Johnson et al (1999) explained four 

factor model to explain pathological internet use psychopathology. The 4 factors focus on 

dysfunctional behaviour of overuse of internet, functional use of the internet, use of internet 

for social gains, individuals who aren’t dependent on internet. Alloy et al (1989) explained 

concepts of necessary, sufficient and contributory causes of symptoms. The main focus in 

this model is on how dysfunctional thoughts and processes impact the PIU. 

 

ACE Model 

This model is also known as the Anonymity, Convenience and Escape (ACE) model. This 

model explained the concept of cyber sexual addiction and focusses on the cultural factors 

that can increases the chances of online adultery. (Young, 1999) 

 

The (Triple-A) Engine 

The fact that internet is accessible at all times, affordable to large population and a user can 

hide the real identity is giving rise to usage of internet for sexual pursuits. (Access, 

affordability, anonymity; Cooper, 1998). There are various types of users: Recreational users, 

at-risk users and sexual compulsives. Various assessment and treatment strategies have been 

devised to address the same issues. 

 

Phases model of pathological Internet use 

Grohol (1999) believed internet addiction is a phasic activity. For most people who are 

classified as internet addicts are newcomers and if existing user they are doing a new activity 

on the internet. That is the reason they are engaged in it completely. This phase is generally 

characterized by some form of obsession with the new activity also known as Enchantment. 

This is followed by decline in usage which is referred to as disillusionment or avoidance. The 

last phase is when balance is restored. Most individuals get stuck in first stage only. 

 

A comprehensive model of the development and maintenance of Internet addiction 

This model indicates that internet addiction is a result of biopsychosocial processes. It has all 

the features of behavioural addictions. (Winkler & Dörsing, 2013) 

 

Biological vulnerabilities 

This model indicates the genetic factors, abnormalities in neurochemical processes. 

 

Psychological Vulnerability 

This highlights the components like personality, core beliefs etc. People who have internet 

addiction find it difficult to face the tension, anxiety and problem they are going through in 

their life. They also have this need to control the environment. It keeps them more attuned to 
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internet. A lot of studies have been conducted on how different personality traits are related 

to internet addiction. People who are extraverts or narcissist require external stimulation 

which is catered by the internet usage (Wilson et al 2010; La Barbera et. al, 2009). People 

who are shy & anxious prefer online interaction than offline was reported by multiple studies 

(Blackwell 2017) 

 

Neurobiological Vulnerability 

This indicates that the internet addiction is associated with reward or pleasure pathways of 

the brain. This further impacts the dopamine release and its consequences. 

 

Internet is an important part of our daily life as it offers an array of benefits in the fast 

moving society like information seeking & social communication etc. (Marks, 2007).  Due to 

its many uses, it has become an integral part. It results in various mental health concerns in an 

individual like increased low mood, reduced interest in social events and at gatherings & 

meetings and loneliness etc. due to its excessive usage. (Kraut et al., 1998; Nalwa et al 2003; 

Savcı, 2016, Chang, 2003).  

 

There has been a constant debate for internet addiction to be considered as a disorder for 

classification or not. Some believe it should be considered based on biological or medical 

model only and several others believe otherwise. However, the impact of problematic usage 

of internet has become alarming these days. There has been a lot of research in this area in 

the recent past. Diagnostic criteria has been given by Young, Brown & Griffiths and Tao and 

many other researchers. 

 

Young in his studies talked about 5 types of internet addiction: cyber sexual addiction, cyber 

relationship addiction, Net compulsions, information overload and gaming addiction. He 

believed proposed that internet addiction disorder would have similar criteria just like other 

addictions: withdrawal, tolerance, preoccupation with the substance, more usage of the 

substance than intended, activities to get more substance, loss of interest in other activities of 

social and occupational nature, ignorance of the impact of substance on the physical health. 

He also gave a scale to assess internet addiction namely, Internet addiction Test. 

 

Beard (2005) gave 4 main components: excess use, withdrawal, tolerance and social 

consequences. Another researcher explained the internet usage as problematic when 

maladaptive preoccupation for longer than intended. (Shapira, 2000).  

 

Griffiths (1996, 2005) explained the six main components: salience, mood modification, 

tolerance, withdrawal, conflict, and relapse.  

 

Tao (2010) gave the following criteria: preoccupation with the internet; withdrawal, 

tolerance; Failed attempts to control internet use, continued excessive internet use despite 

knowledge of negative psychosocial problems, loss of interests, use of the internet to escape 

or relieve a dysphoric mood; and deception of family members, therapists, or others. 

 

Prevalence 

A study was conducted on Indian adolescents to understand the prevalence and it was found 

to be 0.7% along with presence of anxiety and depressive indicators. (Kamath et al, 2013). 

Another study conducted in Ahmedabad, India on high school students indicate that 11.8% of 

students are suffering from problem of internet addiction. (Yadav, 2013). Various studies 

indicate males are more problematic internet users than females (Cao et al 2007; Ceyhan et al 
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2008; Odacı 2010; Yang et al 2007), while one study suggested that females were more 

problematic internet users (Odacı & Çelik, 2012). There are also studies reporting no 

significant difference according to gender in terms of problematic internet use (Hardie & Tee, 

2007; Jang et al., 2008; Kim et al., 2006; Subrahmanyam & Lin, 2007). 

 

ATTACHMENT & ATTACHMENT THEORY 

Attachment is a bond between a child and a caregiver. It is an emotional bond that connects 

one person to another. It is very important for the social and emotional development of the 

child to have an attachment figure. It is usually the parents or the caregiver of the child. The 

primary caregiver is the key to the formation of attachment styles in the early years of life 

that is mother in most cases. However, fathers also play an important role in formation of 

attachment style. By the age of 2 years, the child is able to differentiate between the 

caregivers style i.e. how style of one parent is different from the other.  

 

Attachment Theory  

The main contributors of attachment theory are John Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth. Bowlby 

took his training and worked with institutionalized and deprived children. This work had 

huge impact on his life’s goals. He underwent training at British Psychoanalytic Institute. 

During that time, there were 3 groups: Group A (followers of Freud, 1960), Group B 

(followers of Melaine Klein, 1932) and Group C (with neither). He was trained under Group 

B but eventually he was part of Group C due to his own ideology. His work was also 

influenced by concepts in ethology (especially work by Lorenz,1935; Harlow & Zimmerman, 

1958), information processing model, developmental psychology (majorly work of Jean 

Piaget, 1951) and Psychoanalysis. 

 

He emphasized in his work on mother – child separation and wrote a trilogy on “Attachment 

& Loss”. He was a psychoanalyst who also believed that mental health and reasons of 

behavioural problems lie in early childhood experiences. He explained attachment as a 

psychological connectedness between the people for infants essentially their mothers. He 

believed that mother and child have instinctual need to stay together. 

 

Mary Ainsworth work was influenced by her introduction to the security theory by Blatz 

(1940). Post which, the focus was on understanding how important it is for a child to feel 

secure before moving out in unfamiliar situations. 

 

She devised an experiment to assess the attachment of an infant to the caregiver (Mary 

Ainsworth, 1978). It was known as “Strange Situation” which included exposing the infant to 

a series of leaving and returning of the mother and a stranger. 

 

Through the assessment technique, Ainsworth and another colleague identified 4 attachment 

styles: 

1. Secure: Secure infants explore happily and wilfully get down of their mother’s lap 

shortly as they enter room. They are engaged in their task however they keep coming 

closer and going away from their mother often. They are generally calm in the 

presence of the mother if there is a stranger around. They get upset if the mother 

leaves however when she returns they approach her. When she makes an effort, they 

calm down quickly and feel happy. So the infant seeks closeness to the caregiver, 

protest separation and has a secure base phenomena. As such babies grow up they are 

able to address their own emotions and seek help.  
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2. Avoidant: Such babies are somewhat willing to explore, didn’t “touch base.” They 

didn’t look at the stranger or the mother and reacted very little to her absence or her 

return, seeming to have no interest or concern. As they grow up, they find it difficult 

to express their needs and seek help. 

3. Ambivalent: Such babies had mixed reactions towards the mother. Ambivalent babies 

were clinging and unwilling to explore, very upset by the stranger regardless of the 

mother’s presence, protested greatly when the mother left, and were difficult to 

comfort. When the mother returned they would demand to be picked up but at the 

same time push the mother away in a mixed reaction to her return. 

4. Disorganized: In subsequent studies, other researchers found (Main et al, 1990) that 

some babies seemed unable to choose just how they should react to their mother’s 

return. These disorganized – disoriented infants would approach her with their eyes 

turned away from her, as if afraid to make eye contact. In general, these infants 

seemed fearful and showed a dazed and depressed look on their faces. 

 

Mothers of each of the 4 types of infants also behaved differently from one another. Mothers 

of secure infants were more affectionate, kind and sensitive to their infant’s needs and 

responsive to their communication. Mothers of avoidant babies were unresponsive, 

insensitive and cold and rejecting. Mothers of ambivalent babies tried to be responsive but 

were inconsistent and insensitive to infant’s actions. Mothers of disorganized babies were 

found to be abusive or neglectful in their interactions. Attachment is not necessarily the result 

of the behaviour of the mother alone. It is the interaction of the behaviour of the mother and 

temperament of the child and the environment.  One interesting case study indicated that peer 

attachment in human beings, may help make up for the absence of parents (A Freud, 1951). 

 

Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) explained 4 components in their model based on secure, 

dismissive, fearful, and preoccupied attachment. Individuals with fearful attachment have 

negative cognitive schemes towards themselves and others whereas Individuals who have 

secure attachment have positive cognitive schemes towards themselves and others. 

Individuals with preoccupied attachment have negative cognitive schemes towards 

themselves while having positive cognitive schemes towards others, and individuals with 

dismissive attachment have positive cognitive schemes towards themselves and negative 

cognitive schemes towards others (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). 

 

Attachment styles play not only significant role in childhood experiences but also in how the 

child develops close relationships in future. According to Bowlby, cognitive beliefs, emotions 

& experiences shape internal working models regarding self and others. The internal working 

models are actioned as and when the situation arises. 

 

INTERNET ADDICTION & ATTACHMENT STYLES 

Internet addiction and problematic internet use has been an area of concern in the recent past. 

Internet addiction is known to have overlapping components with substance abuse like 

developing tolerance, withdrawal and dependence. Based on the explanations found in 

substance dependence and attachment experiences, it is important to study the role of 

attachment styles in internet addiction. Multiple studies indicate how different attachment 

styles are correlated with internet addiction.  

 

Studies report that a negative relationship exist between Internet addiction and Secure 

attachment style, and a positive relationship exist between Internet addiction and non-secure 

attachment styles namely, dismissive, fearful, and preoccupied. (Lin et al 2011; Shin et al., 
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2011; Şenormancı, 2014). Another study indicates secure attachment is negatively correlated 

with internet addiction and a positive correlation was found between anxious attachment style 

and internet addiction. (Griffiths et al 2017). A positive correlation between excessive 

smartphone usage and an insecure attachment style was found (Schroiff, 2019). Another 

study results indicate a positive correlations between a dismissing attachment style, a 

preoccupied attachment style and internet usage. (Odaci et al 2014). 

 

People with secure attachment style have supportive environment, are able to express their 

opinions comfortably and don’t feel threatened and hence there is a negative relationship that 

exists. Studies report that individuals who feel uncomfortable and insecure in interpersonal 

relationships and interactions tend to use internet to communicate (Rubin, 2000).  

 

Another interesting study which compared the attachment styles of internet addicted and 

normal controls found that addicted students had an avoidant attachment style and normal 

students had safe and anxious attachment styles. (Mafi et al, 2019). 

 

Greenfield (1999) found that individuals with low self-efficacy who display shy, fearful, and 

anxious behaviours use internet more than often. Another study results reveal how low self-

efficacy if combined with insecure attachment style, acts as a risk factors for Internet 

addiction. (Severinoa et al (2013). Another study indicated that avoidant insecure attachment 

style, anxious insecure attachment style and fear of negative evaluation were significantly 

correlated with internet addiction but not with secure attachment style. Anxious & avoidant 

insecure attachment styles were also found to be contributors of predicting internet addiction 

(Nazli et al, 2015) 

 

Another study conducted by Jafar et al (2012), focused on mental health, coping strategies 

and studied internet addiction and attachment styles: The findings of the study indicate that 

internet addiction is negatively correlated with secure attachment styles, and positively 

correlated with ambivalent and avoidant insecure attachment styles. It was also found in this 

study that there was a significant positive relationship between internet addiction and poor 

mental health, and the attachment styles, coping strategies and mental health predicted 

internet addiction. 

 

Studies have found that strong parental attachment results in decreased need to use internet. 

Having strong parental ties is a protective factor of internet addiction (Yang et al 2016). If the 

family ties are not strong there is a need to escape from reality and internet addiction is a 

maladaptive coping strategy of the same. People escape from situations when there emotional 

needs are not met. A study reported that pathological internet use is a function of insecure 

attachment and limited interpersonal relationships. (Eichenberg et al 2017). Patients with 

Internet addiction have more anxious attachment styles as well as prominent disruptions in 

family functioning. (Omer Senormanci, 2014).  

 

CONCLUSION 

The aim of the present paper was to study the associations between internet addiction and 

attachment styles. Research indicates that family & its environment and early childhood 

experiences play a huge role in development of attachment pattern or style of the individual. 

The family functioning is key to learn how to form healthy or unhealthy relationships. It is 

believed that if family ties are not strong for various reasons then the individual is unable to 

understand & address their own emotional needs. This further results in gaps in self-efficacy 

and self-regulation of the individual. This encourage the use of internet to fill the emotional 
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void. The understanding is proved in the various research studies that secure attachment style 

has negative correlation with internet addiction and anxious, avoidant and dismissive 

attachment style have positive correlation with internet addiction. Secure individuals are able 

to accept their emotional needs and work towards it unlike the insecure individuals. One of 

the major limitations of such work is that the data provided by people is through self-report 

questionnaires. This may result in biases in the data due to memory bias, social desirability 

bias and many more. There is also a need to carry out the studies longitudinally specific to 

different attachment style patterns so that greater details are available in terms of 

understanding and treatment patterns can be developed and further techniques to move 

towards a secure attachment can be established. 
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