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Título: Dependencia emocional y consecuencias psicológicas del abuso de
internet y móvil en jóvenes.
Resumen: La creciente presencia de las nuevas tecnologías en nuestras vidas hace necesaria el estudio de sus posibles consecuencias y del desarrollo
de conductas adictivas. En este sentido, la adolescencia es una edad especialmente vulnerable a la aparición de conductas de riesgo como las adicciones por tratarse de una etapa marcada por un exceso de dependencia.
Por ello, con una muestra de 535 jóvenes universitarios, el presente estudio
pretende analizar la dependencia emocional y las consecuencias psicológicas
en relación al uso de Internet y móvil (a nivel de sintomatología ansiosodepresiva y autoestima), considerando también las diferencias de género, así
como el papel que juega la dependencia emocional en este uso y el papel
predictor del uso sobre las mencionadas consecuencias. Los resultados
muestran que habría diferencias de género en el abuso de móvil, depresión
y autoestima. Además, la dependencia emocional correlacionaría con el
abuso de Internet y móvil, y ambos constructos correlacionarían con ansiedad, depresión y autoestima. Finalmente. La dependencia emocional sería
predictora del abuso de Internet y móvil, así como de la sintomatología ansiosa y depresiva, y de la autoestima, que también serían predictores del
abuso de móvil e Internet. Este estudio proporciona nuevas claves a la hora
de comprender la dependencia emocional y el abuso de Internet y móvil, y
de la relación que mantienen entre sí y con otros constructos.
Palabras clave: Dependencia emocional; Internet; móvil; ansiedad; depresión; autoestima.

Introduction
Humans are social beings with a proven need to belong with
and to join other people, which can be understood from an
evolutionary perspective due to its multiple survival benefits
(Myers, 2005). People need to create strong and durable affective bonds with others, which will affect their emotional
development and personality (Bowlby, 1951). The need to
belong implies not only intimate and healthy bonds, but also
threats or rivalries (Myers, 2005). Thus, people with healthy
dependence have a strong identity, trust in others and tend
to have an adequate self-concept without being afraid of being alone or abandoned (Bornstein, Geiselman, Eisenhart, &
Languirand, 2002). However, in some cases, when an adequate relationship is not established, people may have dependent relationships with others. Emotional Dependency is
defined as a persistent pattern of unsatisfied emotional
needs that the individual tries to fulfill maladaptively through
other people (Castelló, 2000), leading to a desperate search
for dating relationships (Castelló, 2005). In relation to gender, sociological theories that insist that differential socialization and gender roles suggest that women are instilled with
dependence values towards the couple. Nevertheless, other
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Abstract: New technologies are increasingly present in our daily lives, what
makes necessary the study of their possible consequences and relationship
with addictive behaviors. In this sense, adolescence is an especially vulnerable age for the appearance of risk behaviors such as addictions, as there is
a tendency towards dependency at this development stage. The present
study was carried out with a sample of 535 young university students in order to analyze emotional dependency in dating relationships and the psychological consequences of Internet and mobile use (such as anxious and
depressive symptoms and low self-esteem), considering gender differences,
the role that emotional dependency plays in their use, and the predictive
role of their use on the aforementioned consequences. The results showed
gender differences in mobile abuse, depression, and self-esteem. Also,
emotional dependency correlated with Internet and mobile abuse, and both
constructs correlated with anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem. Finally,
emotional dependency predicted Internet and mobile abuse, as well as anxious and depressive symptomatology and low self-esteem. These variables
also predicted mobile and Internet abuse. This study provides new keys to
understanding emotional dependency and Internet and mobile abuse, and
their inter-relationships and relationship with other constructs.
Key words: emotional dependency; Internet; mobile; anxiety; depression;
self-esteem.

studies have found that adolescent males have higher levels
of dependence in dating relationships than adolescent females (Urbiola & Estévez, 2015). Emotional dependency
would present parallelisms with addictive disorders, as people with emotional dependency present phenomena like abstinence, craving, unsuccessful attempts to end the relationship, investment of a great deal of time and effort to be with
the partner, and nourishment of the bond despite its possible negative impact (Jiménez & Sirvent, 2008; Riso, 2004).
Throughout evolutionary development, some life stages
are particularly vulnerable to the onset of emotional dependency. For instance, adolescence is a stage marked by excessive emotional dependency on peers (Hartup, 1993), where,
unlike childhood, attachment needs are satisfied by these
bonds to peers (Zeifman & Hazan, 2008). Peers acquire
more relevance as a source of information, company, and
behavioral models (Shucksmith & Hendry, 1998). At this
age, group influence and group conformism is noteworthy
(Herrero, 2003). In this sense, risky behaviors can act as
source of group identity and cohesion. As Arnett (2000)
states, after age 18, emerging adulthood begins, which is a
transitional period from adolescence to adulthood in which
youth continue exploring their identities and roles. Thus,
multiple changes occur at several levels, including romantic
relationships, which are distinguished by being longer and
with greater physical and emotional intimacy than before.
Hence, adolescence is a period where youth must face new
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challenges of the developmental cycle. Therefore, it is an especially vulnerable period for the onset of risky behaviors
such as addictions, as stages with these characteristics entail
an increased level of stress and environmental challenge
which, in turn, can increase addictive behaviors (Arnett,
2005; Calvete & Estévez, 2009; Wills, 1986).
Therefore, some of the risky behaviors that could appear
during these periods are behavioral addictions like Internet
and mobile phone abuse, among others. These addictions
are repetitive behaviors that interfere with the functioning in
other areas and that lead to a loss of control, not because of
the behavior itself, but due to the relationship established
with the behavior (Echeburúa, 2012; Grant, Brewer, & Potenza, 2006). Like substance addiction, these addictions usually start in adolescence and early adulthood, where they
reach their greatest prevalence (Potenza, 2011). In this sense,
different studies have shown the presence of risky behaviors
and behavioral addictions in adolescents and youth, for example, pathological gambling (Donati, Chiesi, & Primi,
2013), videogame abuse (Walther, Morgenstern, &
Hanewinkel, 2012), or Internet abuse (Tsitsika, Critselis, Janikian, Kormas, & Kafetzis, 2011), and their relationship with
relational, economic, and academic problems (Raisamo,
Halme, Murto, & Lintonen, 2013; Ruiz-Olivares, Lucena,
Pino, & Herruzo, 2010). These behaviors are highly prevalent at this stage, ranging from 3.7 to 9.9% in the case of Internet abuse (Carbonell, Fúster, Chamarro, & Oberst, 2012);
3.9% in pathological gambling (Petry, 2006) and 3% in videogame abuse (Van Rooij, Schoenmakers, Vermulst, Van
Den Eijnden, & Van De Mheen, 2011). However, they have
barely been studied (Karim & Chaudhri, 2012) and require
further investigation due to their impact.
As can be seen, the data show that behavioral addictions
have a very high prevalence. Furthermore, access to and use
of Internet and mobile phones have substantially increased.
In Spain, 74.4% of the population has access to the Internet,
and 96.4% has a mobile phone in their household (Instituto
Nacional de Estadística [INE], 2014). Moreover, 58% of
underage youngsters access the Internet daily or almost daily
(EU Kids Online, 2011), while this figure increases to 93%
in young people (Injuve, 2012). All this makes it necessary to
study its possible undeniable risks. At this point, it is important to know and profile some of the variables and consequences related to the use and abuse of Internet and mobile phones. For instance, some risk factors that increase the
vulnerability to Internet abuse are certain personal characteristics (low self-esteem, introversion, anxiety, depression) or
deficits in social relationships (shyness, social phobia, loneliness, social isolation), among others (Echeburúa, 1999; Mehdizadeh, 2010; Oliva et al., 2012). In fact, emotional dependency, which may cause adolescence to be a vulnerable
period to develop addictive behaviors, has been related to
anxiety and depression (Jiménez, de la Villa & Sirvent, 2009)
and to lower self-esteem (Zimmerman, Copeland, Shope, &
Dielman, 1997).
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In the same vein, other results from investigations carried out show that the psychosocial profile of people who
abuse Internet involves low self-esteem, interpersonal problems (introversion), emotional problems (depression), as well
as academic, family, and work problems (Chak & Leing,
2004; Clark, Frith, & Demi, 2004; Davis, Smith, Rodrigue, &
Pulvers, 1999; Morahan-Martin & Schumcher, 2000; Wang,
2001; Yang, 2001; Young & Rodgers, 1998). Other sociodemographic variables such as gender, age, and studies or
profession, among others, are not clearly identified as decisive for Internet abuse, although the combination of these
variables modifies the behavioral patterns of frequency of
use of the Internet and its applications (Luengo, 2004; Morahan-Martin & Schumcher, 2000).
In this sense, and regarding gender differences in the
study variables, several studies indicate a particular tendency
in aspects like self-esteem—which is higher in males (Robins, Trzesniewski, Tracy, Gosling, & Potter, 2002)—; anxious symptomatology—to which females are more vulnerable (McLean, & Anderson, 2009)—; and depressive symptomatology—with higher prevalence in females (Vázquez,
2013). Nonetheless, there is still much to investigate about
emotional dependency, about which there are contradictory
data, as mentioned (Bornstein, 1992; 1994; Urbiola & Estévez, 2015), as well as about Internet and mobile abuse,
where the lack of studies is even more noticeable. In the
case of Internet, some studies show, for example, that males
invest more time in Internet (Muñoz-Rivas, Navarro, & Ortega, 2003), whereas others point to females (FernándezVilla et al., 2015). In the case of the mobile, some data indicate a greater use and vulnerability in females (Chóliz, Villanueva, & Chóliz, 2009).
Therefore, the main objective of this paper is to describe
the relationship between emotional dependency in dating relationships, self-esteem, anxious and depressive symptomatology, and Internet and mobile abuse in youth. A second
objective focuses on analyzing gender differences for each
study variable. The third goal is to analyze the predictive role
of emotional dependency in the development of these abusive behaviors (Internet and mobile) and their possible psychological consequences (that is, anxious and depressive
symptomatology and self-esteem). Finally, the predictive capacity of Internet and mobile-phone abuse to explain these
psychological consequences is analyzed.

Method
Participants
The present study was carried out with a sample of 535
young university students from the Autonomous Community of Madrid, 446 of whom were female (83.36%) and 89
male (16.64%). The participants were aged between 18 and
31 years old, with a mean age of 21.15 years (SD = 2.48).
The inclusion criterion, following Rodríguez et al. (2010) and
Wolfe et al. (2001), was that the dating relationship had lastanales de psicología, 2017, vol. 33, nº 2 (may)
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ed for at least one month. The age at the first dating relationship was between 12 and 30 years, with a mean age of
17.70 years (SD = 2.04). Regarding sexual orientation, 93.5%
identified themselves as heterosexuals, whereas 6.5% were
homosexual or bisexual. Moreover, 21.2% of the sample obtained scores equal to or higher than 16 on the Center for
Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D); 1.2% obtained scores over 24 on the Questionnaire of Cell-phonerelated Experiences (CERM); and 6.6% obtained a score of
4 on the MULTICAGE CAD-4. Also, the mean anxiety
score on the Symptom Check-List-90-R (SCL-90-R) was
1.05 for females (above percentile 90 in a non-clinical sample of females from general population and percentile 25 in
psychiatric samples) and 0.95 for males (above percentile 90
in a non-clinical sample of males from general population
and percentile 47 in psychiatric samples).
Instruments
The instruments employed and their psychometric properties are listed below.
Dating relationships data. In this section, participants were
asked whether they had had dating relationships, the number
of relationships they had had, the duration of the first and
the last relationships, age at the first relationship, and how
stable they considered those relationships.
Emotional Dependency in Dating Relationships in Adolescents
and Young People (DEN; Urbiola, Estévez, & Iraurgi, 2014).
This scale comprises 12 items structured in 4 subscales: (a)
Avoidance of being alone, referring to the dependent person’s actions to avoid being alone. Their need to feel loved
leads them to become involved in romantic relationships; (b)
Need for exclusivity, referring to the dependent person’s
need to know at all times that their partner is there only for
them, even isolating themselves and their partner from others; (c) Need to please, alluding to the need to please the
partner to the point of ignoring their own needs in order to
feel accepted and feel; (d) Asymmetric relationship, referring
to the subordinate and asymmetric nature of the dependent
person’s relationship. Adolescents and youth rated each item
on a 6-point Likert scale (0 = never and 5 = always), referring
to their dating relationships. They had to have had a least
one dating relationship to complete the questionnaire. The
original questionnaire obtained an alpha of .82 for the total
scale. In this study, alpha was similar for the total scale, .81,
while subscales obtained the following alphas: .51 for
Avoidance of being alone, .68 for Need for exclusivity, .50
for Need to please and .49 for Asymmetric relationship.
MULTICAGE CAD-4 (Pedrero-Pérez et al., 2007). This
instrument evaluates addictive behaviors, with or without
substance, in people between ages 14-90. It has 32 dichotomous items (yes/no) that are grouped in 8 factors of 4
items: (a) Alcohol abuse or dependence, (b) Pathological
gambling, (c) Substance abuse, (d) Eating disorders, (e) Internet abuse, (f) Videogame abuse, (g) Compulsive spending,
and (h) Addiction to sex. The results are classified in the folanales de psicología, 2017, vol. 33, nº 2 (may)

lowing categories: No problem (0 – 1 point), Possible problem (2 points), Highly likely problem (3 points), and Definite
problem (4 points). The instrument presents satisfactory internal consistency (Cronbach α = .86 for the total scale; subscales α > .70). Test-retest reliability for a 20-day interval
was r = .89. Construct validity is also adequate (the exploratory factorial analysis identifies the suggested 8 subscales as
independent, explaining 63.8% of the total variance), as is
criterion validity (detecting 90 to 100% of the diagnosed
cases). In this study, we only used the subscale referring to
Internet abuse (α = .67).
Questionnaire of Cell-phone-related Experiences (CERM;
Beranuy, Chamarro, Graner, & Carbonell, 2009). The Questionnaire of Cell phone-related Experiences comprises 10
Likert-type items with 4 responses (1 = hardly ever to 4= almost always) that measure harmful use of the cell phone. It
has two factors, each one with 5 items: (a) Conflicts (made
up of 5 items about intra- and interpersonal conflicts) and
(b) Communicative/emotional use (which evaluates problematic communication). Scores from 10 to 15 indicate absence of problematic use of the cell phone, scores from 16
to 23 indicate occasional problems, and finally, scores from
24 to 40 indicate the presence of frequent problems (Carbonell, Chamarro et al., 2012). The original total scale had an
internal consistency of .80, and the factors of .81 and .75, respectively. Additionally, the authors report its good convergent and predictive validity. In the present study, the
Cronbach alpha was .73.
Symptom Check-List-90-R, SCL-90-R (Derogatis, 1977).
This multidimensional inventory was developed to evaluate
patterns of symptoms and it comprises 90 items that describe a specific psychopathological or psychosomatic symptom in people aged 13 to 65. The items are rated regarding
the symptoms experienced for the past 7 days on a 5-point
Likert-type scale (0 = nothing, 4 = a lot). Although the scale
has nine factors, this study only used the Anxiety subscale.
This 10-item subscale assesses clinical manifestations of anxiety, either generalized or acute (―panic‖), and includes general signs of emotional tension and its psychosomatic manifestations. Cronbach’s alpha for the factors of the original
version ranged between .77 and .90. The Spanish adaptation
has high internal consistency (.90) and test-retest reliability
(Derogatis, 1983; 2002), and more specifically, in the case of
the Anxiety subscale, shows an internal consistency of .83.
In this study, a Cronbach’s alpha of .88 was obtained.
The Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale, CES-D
(Radloff, 1977). This 20-item scale was developed to measure 4 major components of depression: depressed affect,
positive affect, somatic symptoms, and interpersonal problems; and a second-order factor of general depression. Its
items are rated from 0 (rarely or none of the time) to 3 (most or all
of the time), with a cutoff score of 16. The psychometric
properties of the Spanish version are excellent, regarding
factorization and internal consistency. The coefficients obtained by Calvete and Cardeñoso (1999) are high for the
four subscales: depressed affect (.96), positive affect (.94),
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somatic symptoms (.96), and interpersonal problems (.84), as
well as for the general scale (.98). Due to the aim of the present study, we only used the general score of the scale,
which obtained a Cronbach’s alpha of .90.
Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965). This is one of
the most commonly used scales to measure global selfesteem. It comprises 10 Likert-type items with 4 response
options (1 = strongly agree to 4 = strongly disagree). The results
allow classifying self-esteem as high, medium, or low. According to Martín-Albo, Núñez, Navarro, and Grijalvo
(2007), its internal consistency ranges between .85 and .88,
while test-retest reliability is .84. The alpha for this study was
.82.
Procedure
The questionnaire was completed by computer in the
computer room of the university (Complutense University
of Madrid). Previous research has shown that this method
for data collection is as reliable as on-site collection on paper
(Herrero, 2013). After explaining the study and its confidentiality, anonymity, and voluntariness, some general instructions were given. Data collection time ranged from 30 to 40
minutes.
Design
A correlational–cross-sectional design was used.

Data Analyses
In order to analyze mean differences of the study variables as a function of gender, Student’s t-test was performed,
and the effect size was measured with Cohen’s (1992) d, using his criterion to interpret the effect size: values below .20
correspond to a small effect size, near .50 to a medium effect size, and above .80 to a large effect size. Correlations
between study variables were analyzed through Pearson’s r.
The predictive role of emotional dependency and Internet and mobile abuse in the study variables was analyzed by
stepwise multiple linear regression analysis. Five analyses
were conducted with the four subscales of emotional dependency as predictive variables (Avoidance of being alone,
Need for exclusivity, Need to please, and Asymmetric relationship) and with the following criterion variables: Internet
and mobile abuse, self-esteem, anxious and depressive symptomatology; an analysis with mobile abuse as the predictive
variable and self-esteem, anxious and depressive symptomatology as criterion variables; and lastly, an analysis with
Internet abuse as the predictive variable and self-esteem,
anxious and depressive symptomatology as the criterion variables.

Results
Firstly, mean differences were measured in anxious and depressive symptomatology, self-esteem, emotional dependency, and Internet and mobile abuse as a function of gender
(Table 1). Results showed that females had significantly
higher scores in depression and mobile abuse, whereas males
had significantly higher scores in self-esteem and Need to
please. The analysis of the effect size showed that the significant differences had a medium effect size.

Table 1. Differences in anxious and depressive symptomatology, self-esteem, emotional dependency and abuse of Internet and mobile-phones as a function
of gender.

Anxiety
Depression
Self-esteem
Emotional Dep.
Avoidance of being alone
Need of exclusivity
Need to please
Asymmetry
Internet
Mobile-phone

n
430
416
432
414
434
437
434
434
443
423

Females
M(SD)
1.05(.76)
12.27(5.95)
31.98(5.13)
14.31(7.93)
2.78(2.20)
4.46(3.00)
3.84(2.40)
3.24(2.52)
1.21(1.27)
15.16(3.29)

n
81
84
84
80
86
85
87
85
89
88

Males
M(SD)
.95(.67)
10.18(4.28)
33.56(4.52)
15.89(8.77)
3.04(2.44)
4.34(2.98)
5.07(2.89)
3.14(2.59)
1.22(1.26)
13.72(2.88)

t (df)
1.11(509)
3.06(499)**
-2.63(514)**
-1.60(492)
-1.00(518)
.34(520)
-4.20(519)**
.34(517)
-.131(530)
3.84(509)*

d
.14
.40
-.33
-.18
-.11
.04
-.46
.03
-.001
.47

Note: Emotional Dep. = Emotional Dependency
* p < .05. ** p < .01.

Secondly, the relationship between emotional dependency
(Avoidance of being alone, Need for exclusivity, Need to
please, and Asymmetric relationship), self-esteem, anxious
and depressive symptomatology, and Internet and mobile
abuse was measured (Table 2). Results showed that emo-

tional dependency, anxious and depressive symptomatology,
and Internet and mobile abuse correlated significant and
positively. These variables also correlated significant and
negatively with self-esteem.
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Table 2. Correlation between anxiety, depression, self-esteem, emotional dependency, and mobile and Internet abuse

1
.58**
-.45**
.32**
.22**
.32**
.25**
.24**
.28**
.12**

1.Anxiety
2.Depression
3.Self-esteem
4.Emotional Dependency
5. Need for Exclusivity
6. Avoidance of being alone
7.Need to please
8.Asymmetry
9.Mobile
10.Internet

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

-.62**
.33**
.16**
.38**
.21**
.32**
.33**
.20**

-.29**
-.15**
-.28**
-.30**
-.22**
-.23**
-.12**

.81**
.78**
.79**
.76**
.36**
.17**

.46**
.58**
.41**
.27**
.09*

.50**
.56**
.34**
.20**

.41**
.25**
.16**

.30**
.16**

.43**

**p < .01.

Thirdly, the predictive role of emotional dependency on
Internet and mobile abuse, self-esteem, and anxious and depressive symptomatology was measured (Table 3). Results
showed that emotional dependency predicted mobile abuse,
explaining 13% of the variance (R = .37, R2 = .14, adjusted
R2 = .13, p < .01); Internet abuse, explaining 3% of the variance (R = .19, R2 = .03, adjusted R2 = .03, p < .01); selfesteem, explaining 10% of the variance (R = .33, R2 = .11,
adjusted R2 = .10, p < .01); anxious symptomatology, explaining 10% of the variance (R = .32, R2 = .10, adjusted R2
= .10, p < .01); and depressive symptomatology, explaining
15% of the variance (R = .40, R2 = .16, adjusted R2 = .15, p
< .01).
Table 3. Multiple linear regression of emotional dependency and Internet
and mobile abuse, self-esteem, anxiety, and depression.

Mobile
Avoidance of being alone
Asymmetric Relationship
Need for Exclusivity
Internet
Avoidance of being alone
Self-esteem
Need to please
Avoidance of being alone
Depression
Avoidance of being alone
Asymmetric Relationship
Anxiety
Avoidance of being alone

B

β

t

p

.29
.19
.11

.20
.15
.10

3.64
2.76
2.04

.00*
.01**
.04**

.10

.19

4.18

.00*

-.43
-.37

-.21
-.16

-4.23
-3.29

.00*
.00*

.73
.37

.28
.16

5.40
3.01

.00*
.00*

1.02

.32

7.25

.00*

*p < .01. **p < .05.

The predictive role of Internet and mobile abuse in anxious and depressive symptomatology and self-esteem was
measured (Table 4). Results showed that mobile abuse predicted self-esteem, explaining 5% of the variance (R = .23,
R2 = .05, adjusted R2 = .05, p < .01); depressive symptomatology, explaining 12% of the variance (R = .34, R2 = .12,
adjusted R2 = .12, p < .01); and anxious symptomatology,
explaining 8% of the variance (R = .28, R2 = .08, adjusted R2
= .08, p < .01). Internet abuse was predictive of self-esteem,
explaining 1% of the variance (R = .12, R2 = .02, adjusted R2
= .01, p = .01); depressive symptomatology, explaining 5%
of the variance (R = .23, R2 = .05, adjusted R2 = .05, p <
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.01); and anxious symptomatology, explaining 1% of the variance (R = .12, R2 = .01, adjusted R2 = .01, p = .01).
Table 4. Multiple linear regression of Internet and mobile abuse, and selfesteem, anxiety, and depression.

Mobile
Self-esteem
Depression
Anxiety
Internet
Self-esteem
Depression.
Anxiety

B

Β

t

p

-.37
.97
.64

-.23
.34
.28

-5.28
8.01
6.45

.00***
.00***
.00***

-.49
1.62
.70

-.12
.23
.12

-2.80
5.15
2.69

.01**
.00***
.01**

** p < .01. ***p < .001.

Discussion
Firstly, positive and significant correlations were found between the study variables (emotional dependency, Internet
and mobile abuse, anxiety, and depression) except for selfesteem, where the correlation was negative. These data
would confirm the same profile as found in adolescents with
substance abuse (Díaz & Amaya, 2012), who are characterized by their need to please, low self-esteem, and anxiousdepressive symptomatology. This also confirms the psychological consequences found by specific studies about Internet abuse (Bahrainian & Khazaee, 2014; Oliva et al., 2012).
Additionally, other authors found a negative relationship between self-esteem and time spent on Facebook (Mehdizadeh, 2010). Although Facebook is only a very small part of
the Internet, this social network is present both on Internet
and mobile-phones, and it is important to consider it, taking
into account the lack of studies. Although most of the studies refer to Internet abuse, as 77.1% of Internet users access
the Internet via their mobile-phones (INE, 2014), these
studies will be cited due to the connection between the two
technologies (connection that has been proven in this study
too).
Thus, Mehdizadeh (2010) considered that people with
problems in face-to-face social relationships use the Internet
to achieve affective bonds online, as a way of creating their
ideal virtual world. This occurs because the Internet allows
one to control one’s social representation, so people with
lower self-esteem spend more time online to compensate
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their real life difficulties. As a result, these people dedicate
more time to creating and managing their self-representation
to others (Gonzales & Hancock, 2011). A negative selfesteem is crucial, as it is an essential pillar in the construction
of personality and one of the most powerful predictors of
psychological adjustment (DuBois, Bull, Sherman, & Roberts, 1998). In relation to the anxious/depressive consequences, it seems that new technologies can act as a shelter
for people with low self-esteem. Thus, a person who suffers
from depression, for instance, can take refuge in a screen to
escape from reality and even enter a semi-dissociative state
(Becoña & Cortés, 2010). Hence, Internet or mobile-phones
could be seen as a means that allows these people to satisfy
some of their needs, which causes them to increase their use
(Bahrainian & Khazaee, 2014). However, it is difficult to establish whether these problems are the cause or the effect of
an Internet or mobile abuse.
On another hand, regarding the gender differences
found in the study, females were found to present higher
depressive symptomatology and mobile abuse, while males
stood out for their need to please and higher self-esteem. In
the case of females, the results confirm the literature about
depression, as shown in a recent review of the issue
(Vazquez, 2013). This review reported a higher prevalence
of depressive symptomatology in females, attributable both
to biological and social factors. Regarding gender differences
in mobile abuse, they could be due to gender socialization,
according to which females are expected to have mainly social needs and therefore, they achieve greater intimacy in
their relationships compared to men (Fuertes, Martínez, &
Hernández, 2001). This fact could lead to increased use of
the mobile to keep in touch when the partner is absent,
which, together with emotional dependency, can increment
the risk of abuse.
The same issue leads to the differences found in males,
whose higher scores on the need to please could also be understood from gender socialization. In this case, instead of
the social needs that are expected of females, men are expected to have representation needs, which include the need
for approval or to please others (Lundy, Field, McBride,
Field, & Largie, 1998). Thus, men usually have a larger but
less intimate social network than women. This could be related to their developmental delay in the acquisition of competencies to reinforce bonds with peers, as described by
Delgado, Oliva, and Sánchez-Queija (2011). These authors
found a significant increase in attachment to peers, which
was more exacerbated in males. So, if females achieve these
relational competencies sooner than males, it is not surprising that males show greater dependence.
Moreover, in relation to higher self-esteem, these results
confirm previous research on adolescents. Regardless of the
similarities in childhood, gender differences arise during
adolescence, and males tend to show higher self-esteem
(Robins et al., 2002). While it may appear to be a contradiction for males to have higher self-esteem and, at the same
time, a higher need to please, the two variables may be relat-
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ed. This is, both measures are self-reported, and it is possible
that greater levels of self-esteem simply reflect the need to
please, that is, to answer according to what is expected from
them as males, or social desirability.
Regarding the predictive role of emotional dependency,
despite the fact that several subscales of dependence have
been found to be significant predictors of Internet and mobile abuse and their psychological consequences, the presence of one subscale stands out, as it appears in every single
case: Avoidance of being alone. As mentioned, addictive behaviors in adolescence should not be interpreted decontextualized, but bearing in mind their meaning in the developmental process and especially, the importance of the peer
group (Herrero, 2003). In addition, as noted by Herrero
(2003) in relation to drug addiction, this kind of abuse acts is
way to achieve group cohesion and identity. In this case, this
could also apply to the use of Internet and mobile (e.g., using social networks such as Facebook). Furthermore, different authors indicate that social isolation or loneliness is
characteristic of people who are addicted to new technologies, as well as certain social skills deficits (Becoña & Cortés,
2010; Oliva et al., 2012). Again, this could be related to a
possible need to belong to the group.
Finally, the predictive role of Internet and mobile abuse
in relation to the psychological consequences was also analyzed. This analysis showed that both types of abuse are
predictors of anxiety, depression, and self-esteem. These results are in line with previous research indicating the relation
between this type of abuse and the measured psychological
variables (Armstrong, Phillips, & Saling, 2000; Ceyhan &
Ceyhan, 2008; Demirci, Akgönül, & Akpinar, 2015; Ehrenberg, Juckes, White, & Walsh, 2008). It may seem that Internet abuse explains a smaller percentage of the variance than
mobile abuse, but we emphasize the significant correlation
found between Internet and mobile abuse, in addition to the
fact that 77.1% of Internet users access it through their mobile phones (INE, 2014). Hence, as the instrument to measure mobile abuse collects data about its general use (without
excluding access to the Internet), it could be considered that
mobile abuse may somehow be covering Internet abuse.
This way, it would be reasonable to find stronger relationships for mobile phones and not for Internet alone (which
would cover just a part of online connections). On another
hand, the Cronbach alpha for Internet abuse measured by
MULTICAGE CAD-4 was moderate (.67), so further studies in this area are necessary to corroborate these results.
This study has some limitations that should be commented on. On the one hand, sample size, together with the
fact that it is a convenience sample with an irregular composition (with 83.36% females), limits the generalization of results, as the sample is not representative of the population.
Moreover, all the participants were university students
(which entails use of the Internet), from the same university,
and from the Autonomous Community of Madrid, where,
according to INE (2014), the use of Internet and mobilephone is above the Spanish mean. All these aspects limit
anales de psicología, 2017, vol. 33, nº 2 (may)
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sample diversity. Furthermore, this is a cross-sectional study
conducted through self-reports (which, in some cases, have
obtained poor reliability indexes). It is therefore possible
that social desirability may have influenced participants’ responses. Lastly, confirmation bias should not be forgotten,
that is, the study only shows what it we decided to analyze,
and there may be other consequences or associated factors
that were not considered.
Due to the above limitations, the results of this study are
not conclusive. However, they provide a new viewpoint for
future investigations, which should try to resolve the limitations (especially the aspects that affect sample representativeness). Regarding the method, a battery of screening questionnaires should be used in order to avoid the confirmation
bias as well as to guide future research and interventions. It
would also be interesting to include not only measures of the
consequences of Internet and mobile-phone abuse, but also
to examine in greater depth what that use means for the participants, how they spend that time or what is their motivation. This could be done through self-report questions or interviews/discussion groups. The importance of gender roles

and gender socialization should also be studied in depth, in
case they are possible factors in which to intervene. Ultimately, all this work could help to develop an intervention
and/or prevention program for Internet and mobile abuse,
considering its relation with emotional dependency. Future
investigations should put into practice and evaluate the efficacy of such programs.
Considering all these conclusions, it can be said that, despite the limitations of the study, it provides new data about
aspects that are to date barely studied. This study confirms
the existence of a positive relation between Internet and
mobile abuse and emotional dependency, but it is important
to note that abuse was not classified. Furthermore, it also
proves the relationship with anxiety, depression, and selfesteem. In short, the study aimed to deepen an area of increasing interest for the adequate attention to and care of
youth, due to impact of and the unavoidable coexistence
with new technologies.
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