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Main Points

•	 Since the schools switched to distance learning because of the pandemic, university students have 
been pursuing online education.

•	 This has caused an increase in the time students are spending online.
•	 At the same time, it has been seen that students are unable to effectively cope with stress.
•	 It is expected that this will result in an increase in the rate of internet addiction among students.

Abstract

This study was conducted in descriptive and cross-sectional design to identify the status of internet addiction 
among university students and their styles of coping with stress during the coronavirus disease 2019 pan-
demic in Turkey. The study population was the total of all students (N = 750) enrolled at two universities 
in Turkey. The whole of the study universe was targeted, but the research was ultimately conducted with 
the 568 students who agreed to participate. The study data were collected with a Personal Data Form, the 
Young Internet Addiction Test-Short Form, and the Styles of Coping with Stress Scale. It was found that 
most of the students spent 3–5 hours on the internet during the weekdays and on the weekends; 83.9% 
connected to the internet via their cellphones, and a large majority (82.6%) used the internet for logging 
into social media. Among the ways the students coped with stress, the most common was by adopting a 
self-confident style and a “seeking social support” approach. It was seen that during the coronavirus disease 
2019 pandemic, the students were moderately addicted to the internet and that among the most common 
styles they adopted to cope with stress was by adopting a self-confident style and seeking social support 
approach.
Keywords: Coping, COVID-19, internet addiction, stress, students

Introduction

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pan-
demic had an adverse impact on societies around 
the world. Because there is no effective treatment 
for the disease and vaccination rates are yet not at 
the desired level, governments are forced to take 
supplementary measures. These measures mainly 
take the form of partial or total lockdowns, iso-
lating people and urging them to live their lives 
at home.

With more time spent at home, people began to make 
more use of technology, especially by increasing digi-
tal entertainment consumption (Dong  et  al., 2020). 
This new lifestyle has also brought with it psychologi-
cal issues such as sleep disorders, anxiety, and feelings 
of loneliness (Cellini  et  al., 2020). Quarantining and 
spending more time at home has the potential of releas-
ing addiction-forming behaviors (Kar et al., 2020).

As the COVID-19 pandemic began to unfold, univer-
sities all over the world suspended their face-to-face 
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academic programs and began to hold classes online. In Turkey 
as well, university students continued their education online 
when the pandemic took hold of Turkey. In this period, students 
used the internet to access educational materials, contact each 
other, and for many other purposes that included shopping and 
entertainment (Lin, 2020; King et al., 2020). Although reaching 
for the internet in such trying times can make students feel good 
in the short term, in the long run, this habit does not contribute 
to their well-being. To protect their mental health, students need 
to acquire the skills that will help them in their social problem-
solving and in coping with stress.

Situated in the center of modern life, the internet is one of the 
most outstanding technologies of our time. Representing the 
whole of all interconnected computer networks, the internet 
must be utilized prudently. Global internet utilization rates 
are increasing, and as a result, people are facing the dangers of 
“internet addiction.” The internet now has a prominent place 
in many aspects of human endeavor, and despite the ways it 
facilitates life, because the time spent on the internet cannot be 
fully kept in check, individuals are faced with not only physi-
cal problems but also issues related to social relations (Can & 
Tozoğlu, 2019).

Internet addiction refers to the inability of an individual to 
control his/her high degree of internet usage, an outcome that 
results in becoming subsequently unable to fulfill responsibilities 
and experiencing problems in social interactions (Yılmazsoy & 
Kahraman, 2017). Internet addiction is also known as pathologi-
cal internet usage; this condition leads to psychological, social, 
and workplace difficulties and is detrimental to the mental and 
physical health of young people as well as in terms of their aca-
demic achievement and emotional adaptation to life (Chou et al., 
2015; Lei et al., 2018).

Studies reveal that the frequency of internet addiction among uni-
versity students ranges between 1.5% and 24%. There are studies, 
in fact, that show that the rate of internet addiction in China is 
11% (Li et al., 2018; Shao et al., 2018). In a study conducted with 
students in Jordan, it was reported that the prevalence of internet 
addiction was 40% and that coping strategies and particularly 
the use of problem-solving skills helped to keep students’ internet 
addiction at a lower level (Hasan & Jaber, 2019). Studies carried 
out in Turkey reveal an internet addiction rate of 14% in a study 
by Batıgün and Hasta (2010) and of 7.2% in a study conducted 
by Dalbudak et al. with 319 university students (Dalbudak et al., 
2013).

Internet addiction has become a global public health issue 
(Chou et al., 2015), and it is asserted that university students con-
stitute a risk group in this respect due to their excessive use of 
the internet and especially because of their more intensive use of 
the social media compared to other groups (Yussuf et al., 2013). 
Pathological internet usage can threaten functionality and hin-
der individuals in their efforts to cope with stress. Developing 
effective coping behavior may reduce stress, help individuals 
to solve their problems, and protect psychological well-being  
(Hall & Parsons, 2001). For this reason, examining the strategies 
individuals with internet addiction use in coping with stress may 
serve as a guidepost for future studies.

The aim of this cross-sectional study was to examine the strat-
egies implemented by Turkish university students to cope with 
stress, the extent of their internet addiction, and the impacting 
factors. Studies previously conducted in this area are few, and 
therefore, we hypothesized that the strategies used to cope with 
internet addiction and stress would show variability among uni-
versity students during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Our research questions in this context were the following:

1.	 What is the level of internet addiction among university stu-
dents during the COVID-19 pandemic?

2.	 What styles of coping with stress do university students use 
during the COVID-19 pandemic?

3.	 Is there a difference between the styles used by university 
students to cope with stress during the COVID-19 pandemic 
and their inability to control their internet usage?

Methods

Study Population and Sample
The study population was the total of all students (N = 750) 
enrolled at two universities in Turkey. The study sample consti-
tuted 568 students agreeing to participate in the research from 
May 09, 2021, to June 05, 2021. The study data were collected 
with a Personal Data Form, the Young Internet Addiction Test-
Short Form (YIAT-SF), and the Styles of Coping with Stress Scale 
(SCSS). The links to the questionnaires were sent via email and 
social media. By clicking on the links, the students were automat-
ically guided to information about the study and to an informed 
consent form. After consenting to participate, the students were 
asked to fill out the forms. Those who were enrolled at the uni-
versity and willing to provide an informed consent form were 
recruited into the study.

Data Collection Instruments
Personal Data Form
This form was prepared by the authors on the basis of the lit-
erature and consisted of 19 questions on the students’ sociode-
mographic features, their purpose for using the internet, the 
internet packages they use, and how they spend their leisure 
time (Chou  et  al., 2015; Li  et  al., 2018; Pektaş & Mayda, 2018; 
Shao et al., 2018).

Young Internet Addiction Test-Short Form
This scale was developed by Young; its short form was devised 
by Pawlikowski et al. It was adapted into Turkish by Kutlu et al. 
Young Internet Addiction Test-Short Form consists of 12 items 
and is a 5-point Likert-type (1 = never, 5 = very often) scale. 
There is no reverse scoring in the scale. The total possible score 
on the scale varies between 12 and 60. The higher scores indi-
cate higher levels of internet addiction (Kutlu et al., 2016). In this 
study, Cronbach’s alpha was found to be .875.

Styles of Coping with Stress Scale
The original form of the SCSS was developed by Amirkhan 
(1990). Aysan (1994) performed the validity and reliability 
study of the scale in Turkey. The scale has three subscales—
problem-solving, seeking social support, and avoidance—and 
contains 33 items. Each subscale consists of 11 statements and 
3 possible responses that are scored as not at all (1 point), a 
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little (2 points), and very much (3 points). Each of the sub-
scales can yield a possible minimum score of 11, a maximum 
of 33. Those who can effectively cope with stress are identi-
fied as having a “self-confident” or an “optimistic style”; those 
who cannot cope are identified as making more use of a “sub-
missive” or a “hopeless” style. The subscales of the SCSS are 
scored separately, independently of each other. The higher 
the score, the more the individual makes use of the particular 
style tested. Higher scores on the problem-solving and seeking 
social support subscales indicate that negative coping styles 
are being used. Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency coeffi-
cient in the problem-solving subscale is .83, .80 in the seek-
ing social support subscale, and .73 in the avoidance subscale 
(Aysan, 1994). In this study, Cronbach’s alpha was found to 
be .658.

Statistical Analysis
The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 22.0 program was 
used in the statistical analysis of the data. It was seen that the 
data collected did not display normal distribution, and there-
fore, the Mann–Whitney U test was employed in the compari-
son between two groups of variables, while the Kruskal–Wallis 
test was used in the comparison of multiple groups. The descrip-
tive characteristics of the participants were expressed in terms 
of number of people (n), percentages (%), means, and standard 
deviation. Significance was accepted as P < .05.

Ethical Considerations in the Study
Approval for the conduct of the study was obtained from the 
relevant university’s Noninterventional Clinical Trials Ethics 
Committee (dated May 08, 2021, and numbered 2021-28), and the 
written consent of the students participating in the study was 
received via forms that were received and delivered online.

Results

Before determining the power of the SCSS subscales in terms 
of predicting internet addiction, the relationships between the 
variables were examined with correlation matrices. Then, regres-
sion analysis was performed to determine the predictive power 
of the independent variables in terms of the students’ internet 
addiction.

Data on the students’ sociodemographic characteristics can be 
found in Table 1.

The highest rate, at 43.6%, of average time spent daily on the 
internet during the week was 3–5 hours, while the highest rate, 
at 41.7%, of average time spent daily on the internet over the 
weekend was again 3–5 hours. Leisure time was most commonly 
(50.9%) spent by reading and least commonly (2.5%) by going to 
the movies or theater. The rate of smoking was 20.7% (n = 117). 
A large majority (83.9%) logged into the internet via their cell-
phones. A large majority (82.6%) use the internet mostly for 
keeping up with social media. Those who said they did not read 
books comprised 11.2% (n = 63), while those who read one book a 
month represented the largest group (42.2%). Those participants 
with an internet monthly package providing a quota of 1 GB con-
stituted only 2.5% (n = 14). Most (36.9%) had an internet package 

of 6–10 GB. Among the participants, 5% (n = 28) had a diag-
nosed psychiatric illness (Table 2).

Significant differences were found in the self-confident approach 
and the seeking social support subscales in terms of family income 
(p < .05). Those with a good income had higher scores than those 
at middle or poor income status. The overall SCSS score however 
showed only a difference between those with a good and those 
with a middle income; those with a good level of income displayed 
a higher mean score.

Table 1.
Students’ Sociodemographic Characteristics

N %
Gender

  Female 417 73.9

  Male 147 26.1

Family type

  Living with parents 520 92.2

  Parents divorced 44 7.8

Number of siblings

  No siblings 22 3.9

  One sibling 212 37.6

  Two siblings 155 27.5

  Three or more siblings 175 31.0

Family income status

  Good 98 17.4

  Average 439 77.8

  Poor 27 4.8

Your mother’s education

  Literate 64 11.3

  Primary school 279 49.5

  Middle school 85 15.1

  High school 103 18.3

  University 33 5.9

Your father’s education

  Literate 19 3.4

  Primary school 179 31.7

  Middle school 126 22.3

  High school 149 26.4

  University 91 16.1

Place of residence

  Province 289 51.2

  District 208 36.9

  Village/town 67 11.9

Do you have any chronic illness?

  Yes 40 7.1

  No 524 92.9
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A look into the variation in scale scores according to the aver-
age amount of time spent daily on the internet during the week 
revealed significant differences in the self-confident style and 
optimistic style subscales (p < .05). Those who spent 3–5 hours 
on the internet had lower scores on the self-confident style sub-
scale compared to those who spent 1–2 or 6 or more hours. 
The optimistic style subscale showed that those who spent 
1–2 hours had higher mean scores than those who spent 
3–5 hours.

It was seen in the differences between scale scores in terms 
of how much time was spent on the internet on a daily basis 
over the weekend that there were significant differences in the 
Young internet addiction, hopeless style, submissive style, and 
SCSS overall scores (p < .05). It was found in the Young inter-
net addiction overall scores that those who spent 6 hours or 
more had higher scores than all the other groups. Outside of 
this, those who spent 1–2 hours were found to have signifi-
cantly lower YIAT scores compared to those who were on the 
internet for 3–5 hours. In the hopeless style subscale, those 
who spent 6 hours or more had significantly higher scores than 
those who spent 1–2 or 3–5 hours. In the submissive style 
subscale, those who spent 6 hours or more had significantly 
higher scores than those who spent 1–2 or 3–5 hours. The 
SCSS overall score showed that those who spent 3–5 hours had 
significantly lower scores than those who spent less than 1 hour 
or 6 hours or more.

Table 3 displays the correlations found between the scales used 
in the study and their subscales. According to the table, it can be 
seen that only the subscale for the optimistic approach had no 
correlation with the submissive approach and the subscale for 
seeking social support subscales (p > .05). Outside of this finding, 
it was seen that there were both positive and negative correlations 
of different strengths between the scores. A positive correlation 
was found between the Young internet addiction scale and the 
submissive style, hopeless style, and SCSS overall scores; a nega-
tive correlation was found between the self-confident approach, 
the optimistic approach, and the seeking social support scores. 
A negative correlation was found between the subscale for the 
submissive approach and the self-confident style and the seeking 
social support scores; a positive correlation was seen between the 
hopeless approach and the SCSS overall scores. The correlation 

Table 2.
Features of the Students’ Internet Usage

N %
Average time spent on the internet on a 
daily basis during the week

  Less than 1 hour 20 3.5

  1–2 hours 119 21.1

  3–5 hours 246 43.6

  6 hours and over 179 31.7

Average time spent on the internet on a 
daily basis over the weekend

  Less than 1 hour 23 4.1

  1–2 hours 90 16.0

  3–5 hours 235 41.7

  6 hours and over 216 38.3

How do you spend your leisure time?

  Reading a book 287 50.9

  Doing sports 88 15.6

  Going to the movies or the theater 14 2.5

  Listening to music 92 16.3

  Passing time on the internet 67 11.9

  Watching movies 16 2.8

Do you smoke?

  Yes 117 20.7

  No 447 79.3

How do you usually connect to the internet?

  Desktop 18 3.2

  Laptop 70 12.4

  Cellphone 473 83.9

  Tablet 3 .5

What do you usually use the internet for?

  Social media 466 82.6

  Online games 20 3.5

  To read the news 18 3.2

  To do research 17 3.0

  Connecting to classes 28 5.0

  To do online shopping 2 .4

  To watch movies 11 2.0

  Online chatting 2 .4

Your book reading frequency?

  Never 63 11.2

  A book a week 131 23.2

  A book a month 238 42.2

  A book a year 132 23.4

How many GBs is your monthly internet 
quota on your telephone?

N %
  1 GB 14 2.5

  2 GB 31 5.5

  3–5 GB 128 22.7

  6–10 GB 208 36.9

  11 GB or over 183 32.4

Do you have any diagnosed psychiatric 
illness?

  Yes 28 5.0

  No 536 95.0
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between the subscale for the self-confident style and the optimis-
tic style, seeking social support, and the SCSS overall score was 
positive; the correlation with the hopeless approach was nega-
tive. A negative correlation was found between the optimistic 
approach and the hopeless approach, but a positive correlation 
was found with the SCSS overall score. The hopeless style has a 
negative correlation with seeking social support and a positive 
correlation with the SCSS overall score. Lastly, a positive cor-
relation was found between seeking social support and the SCSS 
overall scores. 

Table 4 displays the results of the regression analysis performed 
to determine the effect of the SCSS on internet addiction. 
Accordingly, it can be seen that the overall score of the SCSS is a 
significant predictor of internet addiction (F = 14.246; p < .05). 
The higher the SCSS score, the more the level of internet addic-
tion rises (B = 5.246), and it is observed that the model explained 
the dependent variable, that is, internet addiction, at the level of 
R2 = 2.3%.

Table 5 displays the results of the regression analysis performed to 
determine the effect of the SCSS subscales on internet addiction. 
Accordingly, it can be seen that the proposed model’s subscales 
of submissive style and hopeless style are significant predictors 

of internet addiction (F = 30.829; p < .05). As the scores of both 
subscales increase, it is seen that the level of internet addiction 
also rises, but the submissive approach (B = 4.306) exerts the 
greatest effect (p < .05). It was seen that the model explained 
the dependent variable, that is, internet addiction, at the level of 
R2 = 21.6%.

Discussion

This study was conducted to determine the extent of internet 
addiction among university students and how they coped with 
stress during the COVID-19 pandemic in Turkey. Young (2009) 
has asserted that individuals may be drawn to the internet if 
they feel they do not have a sufficient outlet through which they 
can share their problems in their real lives or if they perceive 
the lack of a support system. In this context, it can be seen that 
due to reduced social interaction between individuals during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, because of being forced into social isolation 
by remaining in home quarantine, the decrease in opportunities 

Table 3.
Correlation Between YIAT-SF and SCSS

Young Internet 
Addiction Total

Submissive 
Approach

Self-confident 
Approach

Optimistic 
Style

Hopeless 
Style

Seeking Social 
Support

Submissive style r .380** 1

p .000

Self-confident style r −.198** −.153** 1

p .000 .000

Optimistic style r −.150** −.007 .609** 1

p .000 .860 .000

Hopeless style r .395** .504** −.203** −.116** 1

p .000 .000 .000 .006

Seeking social 
support

r −.173** −.310** .281** −.009 −.268** 1

p .000 .000 .000 .837 .000

SCSS Total r .157** .495** .619** .581** .501** .143**

p .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .001

Test Spearman’s rho, * p < .05; ** p < .001.
SCSS = Styles of Coping with Stress Scale; YIAT-SF = the Young Internet Addiction Test-Short Form.

Table 4.
Regression Analysis of Correlation Between Internet Addiction 
and the Styles of Coping With Stress Scale

Unstandardized 
Coefficients t Sig.

B
Std. 

Error
(Constant) 18.266 2.340 7.807 .000

SCSS total 5.246 1.390 3.774 .000*
aDependent variable: Young internet addiction: F = 14.246; R2 = .023; p < .00.

Table 5.
Regression Analysis of Correlation Between Internet Addiction 
and the Styles of Coping With Stress Scale

Model

Unstandardized 
Coefficients

t Sig.B Std. Error
Constant 20.409 2.327 8.769 .000

Self-confident style −.815 .790 −1.032 .303

Optimistic style −1.442 .799 −1.805 .072

Submissive style 4.306 .768 5.605 .000*

Hopeless style 4.032 .744 5.423 .000*

Searching for social 
support

−.297 .700 −.424 .672

aDependent variable: Young internet addiction: F = 30.829; R2 = .216; p < .00.
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for physical activity, insufficient support mechanisms, and psy-
chological discomfort, people are at risk of developing an inter-
net addiction (Brooks et al., 2020).

It was found in this study that students are moderately addicted 
to the internet and are unsuccessful in coping with stress. Among 
the ways that students choose to cope with stress, it was found 
that the most common method was to adopt a self-confident 
approach, while the least preferred method was to use a submis-
sive approach. As the time spent on the internet increases, the 
more this adversely affects the mechanism of coping with stress, 
and it was seen that in this case, students tend to make less use 
of a self-confident attitude. It was reported in a study conducted 
with university students that a large majority of students experi-
enced difficulty in controlling their use of the internet during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and it was seen that this excessive usage 
adversely affected their relationships with others (Baltacı et al., 
2020). A study in China demonstrated that 46.8% of the partici-
pants displayed increased symptoms of internet addiction during 
the COVID-19 pandemic (Sun et al., 2020). In another study, this 
time in Mexico, it was noted that 62.7% of the study participants 
were at risk of internet addiction (Priego-Parra et al., 2020).

In this study, it was reported that half of the students spent a 
maximum of 3–5 hours on the internet on weekdays and during 
the weekend. Similarly, another Chinese study reported that while 
about 26% of the participants had been spending an average of 
3 or more hours on the internet daily before the pandemic, with the 
start of the pandemic, about 57% of participants began to spend a 
daily average of 3 hours or more on the internet (Duan et al., 2020).

It was found in this study that a large majority of the students 
(82.6%) used the internet for following up on the social media. It 
can be seen that the internet was generally used for keeping track 
of the social media, playing online games, and doing online shop-
ping during the COVID-19 pandemic, which are circumstances 
that constitute a risk in terms of developing internet addiction. 
In a study conducted in Germany, 71.4% of the participants 
increased the time they spent on the social media compared to 
that before the pandemic. It was reported that in this period, 
male participants displayed an increase in their online game-
playing time, while females spent more time than previously on 
the social media, searching for information and video streaming 
(Lemenager et al., 2020). Laconi et al. (2016) said in their study 
that male participants preferred gaming, porn, and shopping 
sites, while females chose chat rooms as their preference.

It is known that the COVID-19 pandemic was a new source of 
stress for university students because of the fear and anxiety they 
felt about whether the infection would affect them or their loved 
ones and due to the restrictions in their physical and social activi-
ties, not being able to go to school and other changes in their 
lifestyles (Yang et al., 2021).

This study showed that among the ways the students coped with 
stress, the most common was taking on a self-confident approach 
and searching for social support; students’ tendency to adopt a 
submissive approach was at a low level. These findings are consis-
tent with the results of the study by Yılmaz et al. (2017). Similarly, 
it was found in another study carried out with university students 
that students mostly preferred to show a self-confident approach 

in coping with stress and their submissive tendencies were at a low 
level (Eraslan, 2015). In the assessment of the scale, it is asserted 
that higher scores on the problem-solving and seeking social sup-
port subscales indicate that negative coping styles are being used. 
In this study, the fact that the technique of seeking social support 
is predominant among the students suggests that they are not 
making use of effective coping methods. It should not be forgot-
ten during the pandemic that students need to be provided with 
online training that will raise their awareness about how they can 
deal with stress effectively.

It was observed that the SCSS subscales of self-confidence and 
seeking social support showed significant differences according 
to income status (p < .05). Those with a good income had higher 
scores in these subscales than those in a family with middle or poor 
income. In one study, it is reported that the socioeconomic level of 
a university student is an influential fact in the style of coping with 
stress that the student adopts (Savcı & Aysan, 2014). In a study con-
ducted with medical school and health sciences college students, it 
was found that the family’s income status was correlated with styles 
of coping with stress (Kaya et al. 2007). It can be said that students 
at a good income level adopt more effective styles of coping with 
stress than those in families at middle- or low-income levels.

According to the findings noted regarding the correlation between 
each of the SCSS scales and levels of internet addiction, it is seen 
that the SCSS overall score is a significant predictor of internet 
addiction. As the scores go up on the SCSS, internet addiction 
also rises. As the level of the students’ internet addiction rises, 
the level of their submissive and hopeless approach styles also 
increases (p < .05). The results of the study showed that the sub-
missive approach style subscale was first, the hopeless approach 
style second in significantly predicting internet addiction.

Limitations and Directions/Suggestions

The limitation of this study was that it was conducted with the 
students of only two universities in Turkey. Although the size of 
the sample was large, the results of the study cannot be general-
ized to the entire Turkish university population.

We aimed in our study to examine the internet addiction status 
and styles of coping used by students during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. It was seen that during the COVID-19 pandemic, the stu-
dents were moderately addicted to the internet and that among 
the most common styles they adopted to cope with stress was 
by a self-confident style and seeking social support. It has been 
noted that there is not enough research in the literature on poten-
tial internet addiction and the ways individuals cope with stress 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, and therefore, our study may 
be considered a contribution to filling this gap in the literature. 
Planning for future studies on the effects of the pandemic with 
different groups may also shed more light on this issue.

It is recommended, during and after the pandemic, that online 
training is organized and provided to university students so that 
their awareness can be raised regarding the issues of internet 
addiction and coping with stress. Other activities as well can 
be undertaken in order to protect students’ well-being in this 
period and to strengthen their network of social support. Talks 
held regularly between students and their advisors and education 
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provided in class sessions about the pandemic and crisis manage-
ment are two examples of what can be offered to students in this 
context.
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