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Internet Addiction

Internet addiction is defined as excessive use of the Internet and its features such as online games and chat programs. This is a world-wide phenomenon that has been identified by the American Psychiatric Association as a treatable addiction. In mainland China, an estimated 13.2% of teenagers are addicted to Internet use (China TechNews, 23 November 2005), with a recent survey (Hong Kong Family Welfare Society, 2004) indicating 15.4% of Hong Kong teenagers were also addicted. 

In societies like Hong Kong, with large populations in small spaces, using the Internet can help young people to establish their own identities online, without interference from families or others. The government’s encouragement of Internet use is also a contributing factor. Free Internet connection is provided in almost all government buildings and many government services are now available online. Also, the Internet is becoming cheaper and more easily accessible every day, and consequently teenagers are quick to take advantage of it for fun, collecting information and staying in touch with friends. However, this healthy activity can lead to addiction when the Internet is used as a way of escaping problems in the family or at school, or relieving feelings of helplessness, guilt, or anxiety. When a user spends more and more time online without being able to account for what they have been doing, or cannot stop using the Internet without feeling alone or upset, they also harm those around them. 

Internet addiction has a significant impact on both the addicts and their families. Like alcoholics or drug abusers, Internet addicts tend to be depressed and have low self-esteem. As a result of the extended time they spend behind the computer screen, they risk the loss of friendships, romantic relationships and jobs, and can also waste educational opportunities. The parents of young Internet addicts are unlikely to understand the attraction of cyberspace, and this gives rise to family problems in a majority of cases. When asked by their parents to reduce the time they spend online, young Internet addicts become restless and irritable, resulting in an even wider gap within the family. 

Yet the problem of Internet addiction can be solved with coordinated social effort. At school, extra-curricular activities should be provided to encourage Internet addicts to develop other hobbies. Family counselling sessions will also help in combating addiction, since it will allow parents to understand youth culture and why the Internet is so important to their children. Social welfare organisations have a role to play in addressing the problem as well. Courses should be provided to allow Internet addicts to build their self-confidence and ability to communicate, along with other skills needed in human interaction. To prevent the situation from getting even worse, punishment should also be introduced by law. Any youngster confirmed to regularly use the Internet for an extended time, for instance more than twelve hours every day, should be sent to the Youth Correctional Institution. With all these measures in place, Internet addicts will learn to use the Internet appropriately and gradually resume healthier lifestyles.
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