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ABSTRACT

The concept of ‘internet addiction’ was introduced in the 1990s and
has increasingly been recognized as a clinical and public health issue.
Although umbrella terms can be useful for screening, theoretical
considerations, and intervention planning, the term itself has
received criticism because of its conceptual heterogeneity, implying
an addiction to a medium and not including a wide range of
problematic behavioral patterns that are below the diagnostic
threshold of a clinical disorder. To address this criticism, we propose
adopting the term ‘problematic use’ instead of ‘addiction’. Further-
more, we argue that while ‘problematic usage of the internet’ is
currently a useful umbrella term, recent technological advancements
and increasing online presence may in the future require a con-
ceptual and methodological shift in terminology from ‘internet’ to
the more specific ‘screen-based devices’ or ‘screens’ that would
enable more accurate assessment and intervention strategies. Terms
focusing on specific devices, such as ‘smartphone addiction,’ should
also be used with caution, as problematic use relates to applications
rather than the hardware itself and may extend to various devices.
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BRIEF HISTORY OF THE TERM ‘INTERNET
ADDICTION’

The term ‘internet addiction’ was first introduced in the
scientific literature in the 1990s, shortly after the internet
became increasingly available in households on personal
computers. Griffiths (1996), Young (1996), and others re-
ported that the internet was being used in an addictive
manner by a minority of individuals. Scholars argued that
this was an issue for the mental health field (Stein, 1997) and
proposed criteria for diagnosing people with such a putative
mental disorder (Shapira et al., 2003).

Internet availability and penetration have continued to
increase in the past decades, and the recent COVID-19
pandemic also led to an increase in time spent online
(Montag et al., 2024b). Moreover, scientific research on
internet addiction has markedly increased, and internet
addiction has become increasingly recognized as a clinical
and public health issue (Fineberg et al., 2018, 2022, 2025).

Subsequently, various theoretical models have been pro-
posed to indicate the core features of addictions [e.g., the
components model (Griffiths, 2005)], the potential develop-
ment mechanisms [e.g., the cognitive-behavioral model
(Davis, 2001), the interaction of person-affect-cognition

execution (I-PACE) model (Brand, Young, Laier, Wölfling, &
Potenza, 2016; Brand et al., 2019, 2025b)], and the potential
consequences [e.g., the vicious circle of addiction model
(Brailovskaia, 2024)]. Among different theories and prior
research, numerous alternative terms have been used, such as
‘problematic internet use’ or ‘problematic use/usage of the
internet’ (PIU/PUI), ‘excessive internet use’, ‘compulsive
internet use’, ‘pathological internet use’, and ‘internet use dis-
order’. All such terms have generically and non-specifically
emphasized “internet” use rather than more specifically delin-
eating the types of internet use (Fineberg et al., 2018, 2022).

CRITIQUES RELATED TO USING THE TERM
‘INTERNET’ FOR ADDICTIVE OR PROBLEMATIC
ONLINE ACTIVITIES

The term ‘internet use’ serves as an umbrella term covering
a broad range of online activities, including browsing for
information, using social media, online buying/shopping,
playing online video games, online gambling, consuming
online pornography, watching online videos, etc. (Zare-
Bidoky et al., 2025). Relatedly, the term ‘internet addiction’
has been criticized because of its conceptual heterogeneity
(i.e., it refers to a variety of very different online activities
and behaviors) and because it implies addiction to a medium
or a channel through which specific content or activities
are accessible (Griffiths, 2000). It has also been pointed out
that, according to empirical data, different people engage
in specific online activities, which provides an important
contextual background for their internet use (Griffiths &
Szabo, 2014; Pontes, Szabo, & Griffiths, 2015), and that
specific activities are more likely to be associated with
negative mental health consequences than others (Csibi,
Griffiths, Cook, Demetrovics, & Szabo, 2018).

Moreover, the term ‘addiction’ for internet use has also
been criticized because it may be a correct ‘diagnosis’ only in
the case of a minority of individuals who experience severe
symptoms and can be considered to have a ‘disorder’ in the
clinical sense. However, it does not include a wide range of
excessive and problematic behavioral patterns that do not
reach the severity of a clinical disorder while still negatively
affecting the individual (Starcevic, 2013). Moreover, gener-
alized or unspecific ‘internet addiction’ might be closer to
some online behaviors than others (e.g., the large overlap
with problematic gaming).

Finally, besides the excessive use of the internet that is
associated with significant impairment, the umbrella term of
‘problematic internet use’ frequently encompasses a wider
range of other problematic behaviors related to the internet,
such as ‘cyberbullying’ (Fineberg et al., 2018, 2022).

PREVIOUS RECOMMENDATIONS

Three major recommendations have been proposed to
address these criticisms. First, the term ‘internet’ should be
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replaced with terms that refer to specific behaviors (e.g.,
shopping/buying, gaming, pornography use, online
gambling, social media use, etc.), irrespective of whether
these are performed online or offline (Starcevic & Abou-
jaoude, 2017) – an approach also taken by the major psy-
chiatric classification systems (Rumpf et al., 2018; Brand
et al., 2025a; Stein, Black, Shapira, & Spitzer, 2001). Even
though the eleventh revision of the International Classifi-
cation of Diseases (ICD-11) differentiates between ‘pre-
dominantly online’ and ‘predominantly offline’ forms of
gambling disorder and gaming disorder, the main concept
and the emphasis is still on the specific behaviors (World
Health Organization, 2019).

Additionally, it has been observed that those reporting
predominantly online gaming also report the highest gaming
disorder tendencies (Montag, Schivinski, & Pontes, 2021).
Furthermore, even though the fifth edition of the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5;
American Psychiatric Association, 2013) uses the term
‘internet gaming disorder’, in reality, it refers to any type of
disordered video game use irrespective of the medium in
which they are played (Király, Griffiths, & Demetrovics,
2015) as explained in the description: “Internet gaming
disorder most often involves specific Internet games, but it
could involve non-Internet computerized games as well,
although these have been less researched” (Americal Psychi-
atric Association, 2013, p. 796).

Second, the term ‘addiction’ should be replaced with
‘problematic use’ to be more inclusive and also cover less
severe cases that deserve attention because of the behavior’s
detrimental effects – an approach that has been taken by
several authors who have emphasized problematic use
of the internet as a major public health issue (Fineberg
et al., 2018; Stein & Hartford, 2022) and an approach
which was also reflected by the categories of hazardous
gambling and gaming included in the ICD-11 (World
Health Organization, 2019). Moreover, it has been argued
that there is not enough scientific evidence to use the term
‘addiction’ (Aarseth et al., 2017), while the term ‘prob-
lematic use’ is less specific and consequently, more
acceptable. Furthermore, the term ‘problematic’ should be
used when referring to problematic behaviors with different
levels of severity and inclusively, while the term ‘disorder’
should be retained to refer to specific diagnoses and diag-
nosed cases.

Third, new constructs should be developed to address
emergent behavioral problems in this area. For example,
there is increasing evidence for the value of recognizing
social media use disorder, as both a clinical and a public
health issue. Having specific names for specific types of
internet-related behavioral problems would have the
advantage of making ‘problematic internet use’ less hetero-
geneous. But before such a diagnosis can be accepted,
validating evidence is also needed, and this remains scant
in some areas of research (for instance, in the realm of
problematic use of social media, Montag, Marciano, Schulz,
& Becker, 2023; Montag et al., 2024a; Moretta, Buodo,
Demetrovics, & Potenza, 2022).

CHALLENGES AFTER THREE DECADES OF
TECHNOLOGICAL AND SCIENTIFIC CHANGES

Although we acknowledge and agree with many critiques of
imprecise terms, such as problematic use of the internet, and
despite the aforementioned recommendations, we consider
the use of an umbrella term to be helpful for several
important reasons. Beyond their specificity, internet activities
and behaviors may have common motives and etiological
mechanisms, and the problems related to them may have
common roots that deserve general attention. For instance,
several recent meta-analyses suggest commonalities across
different forms of problematic internet use (e.g., problematic
gaming, social media use) such as shared similarities in some
of the clinical comorbidities (Niu et al., 2023), executive
dysfunctions (Ioannidis et al., 2019), brain differences (Solly,
Hook, Grant, Cortese, & Chamberlain, 2022) or interven-
tional approaches found to be effective (Saletti, Van den
Broucke, & Chau, 2021). Therefore, umbrella terms may be
helpful for screening purposes, theoretical considerations,
and planning interventions and policies (Carvalho et al.,
2025; Zare-Bidoky et al., 2025). They may facilitate the
measurement of general risk, after which subsequent as-
sessments may identify high-risk cases of specific behaviors.
For instance, ‘anxiety disorder’ is also an umbrella term used
to cover a broad range of specific anxiety disorders such as
‘social anxiety disorder’, ‘panic disorder’, or ‘agoraphobia’ as
proposed in the DSM-5 (American Psychiatric Association,
2013) and in the ICD-11 (World Health Organization, 2019).

However, another challenge is evident – that is, the
‘internet’ as a general term and concept describing this set of
behaviors may have become outdated due to its increased
pervasiveness in everyday life. Since its emergence, the
internet and its applications have undergone dramatic
changes. In the mid-1990s, the internet was only accessible on
personal computers and primarily available in universities and
libraries for a limited range of activities. Soon after, it became
rapidly available in homes, and its role gradually expanded to
include a wide range of activities on a variety of devices.
Initially, going online at home had severe limitations. For a
considerable time, the internet could only be accessed via
“dial-up” using modems and landline home telephones. These
technical limitations meant that joining and disconnecting
from the internet were clear, often planned actions.

Later, wireless network protocols (first Wi-Fi, then mo-
bile networks) emerged and, together with the populariza-
tion of portable devices (first laptops, then smartphones
and tablets), quickly became the leading technology used to
access the internet. Technological advancements also
impacted traditional screen-based devices such as televi-
sions. While for many decades they only provided passive
entertainment, now smart televisions offer numerous inter-
active entertainment options involving the use of the
internet, such as playing video games. Moreover, watching
TV does not require TV equipment anymore. Instead, either
live channels or past programs can be followed on various
devices, including smartphones. In 2023, an estimated
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69% of the global population owned smartphones and had
internet access available anytime from almost anywhere, and
this is expected to continually grow (Statista, 2024).

These technological advances have rapidly changed the
nature and extent of internet use. While in the 1990s, as
aforementioned, using the internet was a well-defined ac-
tivity both in time and space (i.e., the individual was sitting
at their desktop computer, established a connection to the
internet by phone, and shut down everything after they
finished), today, online presence is almost constant due to
the portability of internet-connected devices and mobile
access to the internet, and ‘organically’ fits into people’s
everyday lives, making it difficult to be observed and
measured. Therefore, for example, while the self-reported
question, “How many hours do you spend using the
internet?” could be more readily estimated in the 1990s or
early 2000s, it is considerably more challenging today given
use of the internet on multiple devices and the fact that ‘dual
screening’ and ‘multitasking’ have become commonplace
(e.g., texting or messaging on a smartphone while viewing
content on streaming services). Moreover, young genera-
tions, sometimes called ‘digital natives’ or ‘screenagers’
(Griffiths, 2010), and children, especially, may not be
familiar with what the term ‘internet’ means exactly because,
for them, being online and using digital devices is now an
integral part of their lives. Furthermore, the ‘internet’ is a
term which is often interchangeably used with the World
Wide Web, although these terms are not the same
(BBC, 2019).

Some digital well-being applications and other behavioral
tracking tools may help objectively measure time spent using
smartphones and specific applications by built-in tracking

methods (Elhai et al., 2021). This has led to a movement in
the psychological and psychiatric sciences studying digital
footprints of study participants via mobile sensing or digital
phenotyping approaches (Brand et al., 2025a; Montag &
Rumpf, 2021). Nonetheless, such approaches used alone are
often insufficient to provide comprehensive assessments if
individuals use multiple types and brands of digital devices
(e.g., smartphones, computers, tablets, gaming consoles),
which is now frequently the case. Moreover, while they
provide hard data about use, they often omit subjective
or contextual information (e.g., they do not provide infor-
mation on the social aspect of usage such as playing video
games together with family members as a joint recreational
activity). Therefore, they cannot fully replace self-reported
measures (Montag, Dagum, Hall, & Elhai, 2022). Conse-
quently, newer, more up-to-date and ecologically relevant
concepts and terms should be considered, and ongoing
changes to psychological and psychiatric terminology in this
area can be expected as technology continues to evolve.

SCREEN-BASED DEVICE USE: A NEW
TERMINOLOGY

As a start, we suggest focused research to evaluate the ad-
vantages and disadvantages of replacing the term ‘internet
addiction’ with terms such as ‘problematic use of screen-
based devices,’ or ‘problematic screen use’/‘problematic us-
age of screens.’ Screen-based devices would comprise
all digital devices with a screen or something similar (including
smartphones, laptops, PCs, and tablets, as well as televisions,

Problema c internet use

Problema c smartphone use

Problema c use of screen-based devices

▪ ProblemaƟc social media use
▪ ProblemaƟc online gaming
▪ ProblemaƟc online gambling
▪ Compulsive online sexual behavior
▪ ProblemaƟc online pornography use
▪ ProblemaƟc online buying/shopping
▪ ProblemaƟc online (binge) watching
▪ ProblemaƟc short-form video use

Smartphones with no
internet connecƟon
(or in offline mode)

Screen-based devices with
internet connecƟon other
than smartphones (e.g.,

computers, tablets, gaming
consoles, smart televisions)

▪ ProblemaƟc offline video gaming
▪ ProblemaƟc offline pornography use
▪ ProblemaƟc offline (binge) watching

Smartphones with
internet connecƟon

Screen-based devices with no
internet connecƟon (or in offline
mode), other than smartphones

(e.g., computers, televisions, tablets)

▪ ProblemaƟc TV viewing

Fig. 1. Problematic use of screen-based devices
Note: The figure includes representative examples of problematic behaviors, and not all possible manifestations of screen-based device use

problems.
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MP3 players, smartwatches, and virtual reality devices).
An advantage of moving to the term ‘screen-based devices’
would be capturing the common feature of such devices
having screens through which content is consumed and
through which these devices are often controlled. More-
over, the term ‘screen’ is a concrete and common term, easy
to understand, and widely used in everyday language.
In addition, ‘screen time’ is a popular term understood
and used both by scholars (Madigan, Browne, Racine,
Mori, & Tough, 2019; McArthur, Volkova, Tomopoulos,
& Madigan, 2022) and the general public, including
different age groups or individuals from various cultural
backgrounds.

Given the importance of visual elements in everyday
communication and entertainment, it is unlikely that screens
will soon be replaced by a completely different output sur-
face, although we acknowledge that as technology advances,
there may be quite different types of screens, such as “smart
glasses”, and other common ways to access the internet
using a range of sensory modalities. Therefore, it is quite
possible that additional terms will need to be considered.

Relatedly, we also acknowledge the numerous alternative
terms which could be used to describe the same concept,
such as ‘digital device’, ‘digital media’, ‘digital technology’, or
‘information and communication technology.’ While these
seem broader, less concrete, and more difficult for the public
to understand and operationally define, empirical work to
provide evidence for this assertion is needed.

Moreover, we also recommend that popular terms, such
as ‘smartphone addiction’ should be used with caution.
Smartphone addiction refers to problematic use of the most
popular screen-based device used by adolescents and
emerging adults (among other age groups) but neglects the
fact that many other types of devices are used for the same
purposes, interchangeably and often simultaneously, and
that older adults may still use other more traditional screen-
based hardware (e.g., television). It should also be noted that
in problematic smartphone use (like problematic internet
use), individuals may not be dependent on the device but
rather to the applications that can be accessed on the device
(Kuss & Griffiths, 2017). Although the same critique also
applies to the concept of ‘screen-based devices’, it is more
appropriate in the sense that it covers more devices in a
comprehensive way (see Fig. 1)

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE STEPS

In summary, we recommend empirical research to deter-
mine the advantages and disadvantages of “problematic
usage of the internet” versus “problematic use of screen-
based devices.” The aim would be to optimize our ability to
refer to, monitor, and assess problems (including somatic
and psychological consequences and symptoms) related to
potentially addictive behaviors conducted on screen-based
devices more generally, but not including the wider range
of problems outside the scope of excessive usage patterns.
It should be emphasized that the use of the internet or of

screen-based devices per se does not equate to problematic
use, as has also been stressed in the case of behavioral ad-
dictions: none of the relevant behaviors or activities are
inherently problematic (Billieux, Schimmenti, Khazaal,
Maurage, & Heeren, 2015; Huang, 2017; Király, Tóth, Ur-
bán, Demetrovics, & Maraz, 2017). Using such terms and
screening for addiction-like problems, in general, could be
the first step of the assessment, followed by the screening
of specific behaviors and, finally, clinical diagnosis of high-
risk cases of specific behavioral addictions. This would be
consistent with a pluralistic approach to psychiatric diag-
nosis, in which multiple different possibilities can be flexibly
considered, and in which reification of any particular
construct is avoided (Stein et al., 2024). This approach could
also be helpful when trying to develop institutional, national,
or international policies.

The concept of problematic smartphone use also has its
rationale but, at the same time, is limited because it applies
to only one device of the many now used in contemporary
society. We propose substituting both these terms with a
term such as ‘problematic use of (name of specific online
activity)’ or an umbrella term. However, in this swiftly
advancing field, we would encourage an approach to diag-
nosis and evaluation which “holds our diagnoses lightly”
(Stein et al., 2024), so as to optimize the use of different
theoretical perspectives, which may contribute usefully to
clinical practice, research, and public health policy.

We would also encourage that empirical research to seek
the views of those working in prevention, treatment, and
policymaking, and those with lived experience. Such input is
important for determining what terminology is optimal for
what purposes, and to consider further updating this ter-
minology as new technologies come into use. Broad
involvement of diverse experts in refining the use of ter-
minology and shaping assessment and intervention strate-
gies will ensure that different perspectives are captured and
will facilitate the adaptation of these changes. Relatedly, we
encourage the development of more detailed guidelines to
support the practical implementation of such modifications
across clinical work, prevention, assessment, research,
and policymaking. These guidelines should also account
for the specific needs of different populations, including
minors, older adults, and people from various cultural and
ethnic backgrounds, and how interventions can be tailored
for them.
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