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Abstract 
In recent years, the widespread prevalence of loneliness, materialism, and In-
ternet addiction have been widely studied. Studies have addressed either lone-
liness or materialism and its relationship with Internet addiction. However, to 
date, no study has addressed all three concepts in a single study. The purpose 
of this study was: 1) to investigate whether loneliness or materialism is a relia-
ble predictor of Internet addiction and 2) what is the nature of the relation-
ship among these variables across gender. Data were collected from a cross- 
sectional online-survey, which consisted of US adults (N = 311). The survey 
consisted of 42 items related to the key constructs. Additionally, some demo-
graphic variables were also included in the survey. Loneliness was not asso-
ciated with Internet addiction. On the other hand, materialism was strongly 
associated with Internet addiction. The aforementioned relationship was valid 
across gender. Between loneliness and materialism, materialism was a strong 
predictor of Internet addiction. 
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1. Introduction 

The 21st century is replete with epidemics. However, loneliness, materialism, and 
Internet addiction have received considerable attention. The aforementioned 
epidemics have been reported to have negative implications both for the indi-
vidual as well as the society in general. For instance, loneliness has been asso-
ciated with physical (e.g., diabetes) and psychological disorders (e.g., anxiety) 
([1]). Likewise, materialism has been associated with psychological disorders 
(e.g., anxiety and substance abuse; [2] [3]). And, certainly, with advent of tech-
nological progress, the concept of Internet addiction and its negative conse-
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quences have been noted extensively in recent years (e.g., [4]). All—loneliness, 
materialism, and Internet addiction are on the rise in modern society. Literature 
from diverse disciplines, which include marketing (e.g., [3]), social psychology 
(e.g., [5]), and abnormal psychology among others have noted the rise of these 
epidemics in recent years. For instance, Christakis and Moreno [6] have labelled 
Internet addiction as a 21st-century epidemic, with high prevalence rates across 
the world. For instance, 1 in 8 US adults is considered to be an Internet addict, 
noted Christakis and Moreno [6]. Likewise, the numbers related to loneliness 
and materialism are staggering. Although no formal diagnosis is in place for 
these concepts, as per Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (5th 
Edition), most researcher agree that these are problematic issues that have to be 
addressed. 

Consequently, the purpose of the present study is to investigate the relation-
ships between these three concepts. More specifically, is it loneliness or individ-
ual materialism that best predicts Internet addiction? Furthermore, how do these 
concepts vary across gender? By addressing these questions, the researcher hopes 
to initiate a constructive dialogue that might have wide ranging implications— 
from development of non-pharmacologically addictive behavior intervention, to 
broad public policy implications. 

1.1. Conceptualizing Internet Addiction 

Internet addiction can be described as a disorder in which the individual’s ina-
bility to control one’s use of the Internet causes marked distress and/or func-
tional impairment ([7]). The dominant view towards the disorder is that it is a 
“behavioral addiction.” Behavioral addiction refers to non-substance addiction, 
which is has similar features as drug addiction (e.g., withdrawal, craving, etc.) 
([8]). It should be noted that several competing views exists on Internet addic-
tion. However, for the purpose of the present study, Internet addiction is viewed 
as an impulsivity disorder. For other perspectives, literature can be found else-
where (e.g., [7] [9] [10]). 

1.2. Internet Addiction and Loneliness 

Loneliness refers to subjective painful experience, which might be due to absence 
of social contact, belongingness, or a sense of isolation ([1]). Given that loneli-
ness is pervasive phenomenon, research focusing on the topic has exponentially 
increased in the past two decades, noted Mushtaq, Shoib, Shah, and Mushtaq 
[11]. For example, loneliness is experienced by 80% of population below 18 years 
of age, and 40% of the population above 65 years of age report experiencing lo-
neliness at least sometimes in their life ([11]). Studies (e.g., [1] [11] [12]) have 
noted the negative implications of loneliness for the individual and the society in 
general. For example, Beutel et al. [1] found that loneliness was associated with 
host of mental issues, which included depression, anxiety, and suicide ideation. 
They further reported that lonely individuals were more likely to smoke often 
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and are susceptible to frequent doctor visits. In similar vein, Mushtaq et al. [11] 
maintained that loneliness can cause serious health problems that includes 
physical disorders (e.g., diabetes), autoimmune disorders (e.g., rheumatoid arth-
ritis), cardiovascular diseases (e.g., coronary heart disease), and poor hearing, 
among others. 

Research (e.g., [13] [14] [15] [16]) has been conducted that explored the rela-
tionship between Internet addiction and loneliness. For instance, Pontes et al. 
[15] found that loneliness among children and adolescent was one of the pre-
dictors of Internet addiction. Similar findings have been reported by Demir and 
Kutlu [13]. They noted that among 17 to 31 years old university students, lone-
liness was a strong predictor of Internet addiction. Pala and Biner [14] found 
that among Turkish university students, loneliness was more pervasive among 
individuals who were Internet addicts. All in all, considering the aforementioned 
discussion, it is clear that there is a positive relationship between loneliness and 
Internet addiction. Based on the literature reviewed, the following hypothesis is 
proposed: 

H1: Loneliness is positively associated with Internet addiction. 

1.3. Internet Addiction and Materialism 

Materialism is defined as, “the importance a consumer attaches to worldly pos-
sessions” ([17], 291). In other words, in common usage, materialism is asso-
ciated with the tendency to consider material possessions and physical comfort 
as more important than spiritual values ([3]). Due to globalization, individual 
level of materialism is on the rise ([18]). Myers [19] mentioned a study con-
ducted by the UCLA/American Council of Education that surveyed a quarter 
million collegians; the proportion of individuals who expressed financial success 
as very important to them grew from 39 percent in 1970 to 78 percent in 2009. 
Like loneliness, several negative consequences of materialism have been noted 
(e.g., [3] [20]). For instance, risk-taking behavior and ethical lapses are common 
among materialistic CEOs ([21]). In general, it has been found that materialism 
is negatively associated with one’s wellbeing, which is based on a recent me-
ta-analytic study that consisted of 259 independent samples ([22]). Likewise, 
materialism has been commonly associated with psychological disorders such as 
anxiety and depression ([2]), compulsive buying ([23]), and risky health beha-
viors such as smoking cigarettes, drinking alcohol, and using drugs ([22]). Fur-
thermore, materialism and loneliness have been considered to be associated with 
each other (e.g., [24] [25]). For instance, Pieters [25] noted that materialism and 
loneliness tend to influence each other in a downward spiral mode. 

Some research has addressed the relationship between behavioral addiction 
and materialism (e.g., [26] [27] [28]). For example, Roberts et al. [27] found that 
materialism positively predicted—smartphone addiction, which is similar to In-
ternet addiction ([26]). Also, other studies have noted the role of materialism in 
the context of Internet addiction (e.g., [29]). It has been posited that further ex-
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ploration between materialism and Internet addiction is warranted ([26]). 
Therefore, based on limited literature, the following hypothesis is proposed: 

H2: Materialism is positively associated with Internet addiction. 

2. Methods 

The present study was designed in the form of a cross-sectional survey. The par-
ticipants of the study were recruited via a US-based market research firm. All the 
participants were based in the US, who were 18 years or older. Institutional Re-
view Board approval on human subjects was obtained prior to collecting the da-
ta. Each participant was given a nominal financial incentive. Data were collected 
over a one-week period. 

2.1. Questionnaire 

The survey consisted of 7-point Likert-type scales (1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 = 
Strongly Agree) measuring all the research variables. Thus, the survey in-
cluded—13 items measuring Internet addiction (IA) ([30]), a 9-item scale mea-
suring materialism ([31]), and 20-item scale measuring loneliness ([5]). Cron-
bach’s alpha reliabilities for the employed scales were reported to be .70 or high-
er. Additionally, the survey consisted of demographic items such gender and in-
come. 

2.2. Data Analysis 

A variety of quantitative statistical techniques were employed in the analysis of 
survey data through SPSS 22.0 and Mplus 6.0 programs. First, descriptive ana-
lyses were performed on participants’ demographic characteristics. Second, 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of the scales employed were calculated. Finally, 
Mplus 6.0 was used to conduct confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and structur-
al equation modeling (SEM) were conducted to test the proposed research mod-
el (see Figure 1). Furthermore, a post-hoc multi-group SEM was conducted to 
explore the data further. 

3. Results 

A total of 311 useable complete responses were collected. The majority of the 
respondents were female (71%), white (82%), and with household income less 
than $50,000 (58%) (see Table 1 for demographic characteristics of the sample). 
Thirty-nine percent of the respondents bought something online at least 1 to 5 
times, 21% bought something online at least 6 to 10 times, and 16% bought 
something online over 20 times in the past 12 months. The majority of the res-
pondents (51%) spend more than three hours per day on the Internet. 

The Cronbach’s alpha for all constructs were above the threshold of .70, which 
satisfied the required internal consistency. Next, CFA was conducted, which in-
cluded three latent variables and 42 indicators that were parceled (see [32]). The 
CFA resulted in a good model fit (χ2 = 71.25, df = 23, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.97, TLI  
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Figure 1. The proposed research model. 

 
Table 1. Characteristics of the sample (n = 311). 

Demographics % 

Gender 

Male 29 

Female 71 

Ethnicity 

White 82 

Hispanic or Latino 4 

Black or African American 11 

Asian or Pacific Islander 1 

Other 2 

Age 
 

18 - 24 3 

25 - 34 9 

35 - 44 15 

45 - 54 20 

55 - 64 22 

65 - 74 25 

>75 6 

Education 
 

High school degree 34 

Associate degree 23 

Bachelor’s degree 24 

Master’s degree 7 

Professional or doctorate degree 2 

Other 10 

Income 

<$50,000 58 

$50,000 - $100,000 24 

$100,001 - $150,000 12 

$150,001 - $200,000 4 

>200,000 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

Loneliness 

Materialism 

Loneliness 

https://doi.org/10.4236/sn.2018.73011


S. Manchiraju 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/sn.2018.73011 142 Social Networking 
 

= 0.95, RMSEA = 0.08, SRMR = 0.05). 
Subsequent structural model was run to test the hypothesized relationships. 

The SEM resulted in a good model fit (χ2 = 71.25, df = 23, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.96, 
TLI =0.95, RMSEA = 0.08, SRMR = 0.05). Based on standardized path coeffi-
cients and significance levels, Loneliness was not associated with Internet addic-
tion (beta = 0.073, p = 0.187). Although the magnitude of the beta coefficient 
was in the expected direction, the statistical significance failed at p < 0.05 level. 
In other words, H1 was not supported. On the other hand, materialism was po-
sitively and significantly associated with Internet addiction (beta = 0.603, p < 
0.001). Therefore, H2 was supported. Furthermore, consistent with the litera-
ture, materialism and loneliness were positively correlated (r = 0.19, p = 0.005). 
In total, the hypothesized model explained 38.5% of variance in Internet addic-
tion (R-sq = 0.385, p < 0.001). See Figure 2 for results. 

To further explore the data collected, additional analyses were conducted. 
More specifically, a two-group SEM based on participant’s gender (NMale = 90) 
was conducted. The rationale being that the key constructs involved in the study 
have been found to vary across gender (e.g., [33]). However, consistent with the 
overall model, even across gender, loneliness wasn’t associated with Internet ad-
diction (betaMale = 0.10, p = 0.295; betaFemale = 0.021, p = 0.765). Also, materialism 
was positively associated with Internet addiction for both genders (betaMale = 
0.74, p < 0.001; betaFemale = 0.563, p < 0.001). Interestingly, the association be-
tween materialism and Internet addiction was stronger among men than wom-
en. The research model explained 59.2% and 32.1% of variance in Internet ad-
diction for males and females respectively (R-sqMale = 0.592, p < 0.001; R-sqFemale 
= 0.321, p < 0.001). Also, the correlations between loneliness and materialism 
were.18 (p = 0.025) and 0.23 (p = 0.06) for males and females respectively. 

4. Discussion 

The main purpose of the present study was to investigate the phenomena of 
 

 
Figure 2. The standardized path coefficients (Fit: χ2 = 71.25, df = 23, p < 
0.001, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.95, RMSEA = 0.08, SRMR = 0.05). Note, ns: 
non-significant; **p < 0.005; ***p < 0.0001. 
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loneliness, materialism, and Internet addiction. More specifically, to see the as-
sociations between loneliness and materialism with Internet addiction. Previous 
studies (e.g., [29]) have investigated the link between either loneliness or mate-
rialism and their association with Internet addiction. However, to date, to the 
researcher’s knowledge, no study has been conducted that takes both-loneliness 
and materialism in to consideration to predict Internet addiction. From the 
findings of the present study, it is clear that materialism is a stronger predictor 
of Internet addiction. One rationale being that Internet addiction causes loneli-
ness, not the other way around, noted Morahan-Martin [34]. However, the em-
pirical study with regards to loners and Internet addiction directionality is not 
conclusive and warrants further investigation. However, from the present study 
it is evident that loneliness is not a valid predictor of Internet addiction. On the 
other hand, Chou, Condron, and Belland [4] noted that low self-esteem, fear of 
rejection, and need for approval drive Internet addiction. Surprisingly, the 
aforementioned concepts have also been associated with individual’s level of 
materialism. In other words, these concepts are more strongly associated with 
Internet addicts as well as materialists, perhaps, not shared so much by loners. 
Future research in this direction is warranted. 

Also, when considered in conjunction (i.e., loneliness and materialism), mate-
rialism but not loneliness is a significant predictor of Internet addiction. The 
aforementioned relationship is stronger among men than women. This finding 
is consistent with the notion that Internet addiction is more prevalent among 
men than women (e.g., [4]). Similarly, Morahan-Martin and Schumacker [30] 
reported that men were more likely to be Internet addicts than women (12% vs. 
3%). The rationale being that men seek dominant activities or contents online 
(e.g., online games) or sexual fantasies in cyberspace more often on the Internet 
than women, noted Young [10]. 

5. Study Limitations and Future Directions 

The study in question has few shortcomings. The present study was cross-sec- 
tional in nature. Therefore, the exploration of the nature of relationship between 
the research variables is not causal. The study only points to the nature of the 
relationship. For a causal inference, future studies should conduct longitudinal 
studies, or even experimental studies (e.g., priming). Furthermore, the study was 
based on self-report scores as well as its cross-sectional design makes it suscepti-
ble to common method bias ([35]). The study focused on specific geographic lo-
cation (i.e., the US). Hence, generalization of the present study cannot be made. 
Thus, future studies should investigate diverse geographic locations and cul-
tures. As noted above, the researcher encourages more research in this area to 
draw any strong conclusions. 
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