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Abstract
This study presents a cross-cultural analysis of the 
influence of psychological needs and cultural individualism 
on problematic Internet use. The Individualism-Collectivism 
Scale, New Needs Assessment Questionnaire, and Internet 
Addiction Scale were used to collect data from American 
and Turkish college students. A structural equation 
modeling based multi-group analysis was employed to 
test the research model and hypothesized relationships. 
The results showed that there is a negative and significant 
relationship between psychological needs of achievement 
and problematic Internet use in both groups. Whereas 
there was a positively significant relationship between 
vertical individualism and problematic Internet use in both 
groups, that relationship was stronger in the U.S. sample. 
The findings indicated that cultural background has a 
significant influence on problematic Internet use and the 
risk of problematic Internet use is higher in the individualist 
societies.
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effects on contemporary people's habits and behaviors. 
More specifically, problematic Internet use is associated 
with certain personal, social, or vocational problems. 
Therefore, it can be said that a large proportion 
of people throughout the world are susceptible to 
problematic Internet use, which usually presents itself 
as inability to avoid overusing the Internet, excessive 
time spent online, nervousness and aggression when 
deprived of the Internet, and the deterioration of 
one’s work, social, and family life [2]. Although not yet 
considered as an impulse control disorder under the 
umbrella of psychiatric disorders in DSM-5 (APA, 2014) 
or International Classification of Diseases (ICD-11), 
problematic Internet use threatens both physiological 
and psychological health [3] and such problems are 
becoming more common [4]. This study focused on 
a cross-cultural investigation of the relationships 
between psychological needs, cultural individualism 
and problematic Internet use. A comparison of the US 
and Turkey is conducted to determine whether there 
are differences in the proposed relationships between 
two cultures.

Literature Review

Cultural theory
Today, it is seen that problematic Internet use is 

a global problem that exceeds cultures, races, ages 
and genders [2]. In fact, many studies on problematic 

Introduction
According to the International Telecommunication 

Union [1], 79.6% of individuals in Europe; 71.3% of 
the Commonwealth of Independent States; 69.6% 
of America; 54.7% of Arab States; 47% of Asia/Pacific 
countries; and 24.4% of African nations use the Internet. 
Such an extensive use of the Internet has considerable 
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Internet use are being carried out in several countries 
around the world [5] and it still continues [6,7]. There are 
numerous social and psychological reasons that cause 
people to become addicted to the Internet and there are 
many problems that cause them to become addicted. 
For example, in various research studies, it is claimed 
that low self-esteem, identity problem, depression, 
anxiety, loneliness and aggression are important causes 
of problematic Internet use [8,9]. However, attention 
deficit, social phobia, hyperactivity disorder, drug use, 
psychotic disorders, and mood disorders are seen in 
Internet addicts [10-13].

Problematic Internet use is a condition that develops 
depending on the personality traits of individuals and 
has a negative effect on individuals psychosocially. 
Indeed, personality traits (e.g., neuroticism as a risk 
factor and conscientiousness as a protective factor) have 
a significant direct and indirect effect on problematic 
Internet use [14]. In addition, it has been found that 
there is a connection between traits of loyalty, self-
esteem [15,16], self-construal [12] neuroticism [17] 
coping style [18] agreeableness, emotional stability, 
personality, specifically conscientiousness [19,20] and 
problematic Internet use. However, one of the factors 
that play an important role in the development of 
problematic Internet use in individuals is the cultural 
traits of the country in which they live in [21]. As culture 
is effective in acquiring and developing personality 
traits [22], and it brings the individual a unique identity 
within the general rules. In addition, each culture 
represents a different way of life, and the diversity of 
the cultures differentiates individuals [23-26]. In other 
words, the unique nature, boundaries and diversity of 
each culture form an individual’s frame of reference 
and prepare the basis for individual differences. In order 
to make sense of the characteristics and behavioral 
aims of the people who develop within the culture, 
it is necessary to understand the main causes of the 
emotional and intellectual behavior in that society 
[27]. Therefore, various cultural theories have been 
put forward concerning how cultural factors shape 
individuals' behavior. Of these theories, individualism 
and collectivism provide explanations as to what the 
underlying factors in the behavior of individuals are. 
It is stated that cognitive, emotional and motivational 
behavior differ according to the individualist and 
collectivist state of the culture in which people are born 
[28]. Similarly, Triandis [29] states that in collectivist 
cultures, people are extremely dependent on the 
norms of the group they are in and tend to achieve the 
group's goals before individual goals. Moreover, it is 
stated that people living in individualistic cultures tend 
to exhibit autonomous and independent behavior and 
are motivated to transcend the norms of the group and 
achieve their individual goals.

In individualism and collectivism, there are two 

basic dimensions: horizontal and vertical. Horizontal 
individualism means self-confidence, trying to be 
unique, and being ‘individual’, by behaving differently 
from the group. Vertical individualism, on the other 
hand, refers to competitiveness; focus on success and 
acting according to hedonist tendencies. On the other 
hand, while horizontal collectivism is conceptualized 
as interdependence among members of a group, 
resembling others, and working for the goodness of 
the group, vertical collectivism means providing and 
maintaining family integrity, sacrificing personal goals 
for the group's goals, and being able to sacrifice by 
following the group norms [30,31].

Today, it is stated that people living in the United 
States and Western Europe have more individual 
cultural perspectives; in China, Turkey, Japan and 
Korea, individuals have collectivist perspectives [32]. 
Therefore, it is usual that the characteristic traits 
and psychological needs of individuals living in these 
countries vary according to the cultural orientation 
of the societies in which they live, whether they are 
individualist or collectivist. For example, in collectivist 
societies, individuals tend to co-operate, offer social 
support, support equality and exhibit integrity. In 
individualist cultures, individuals prioritize values such 
as success, anomie, alienation, social recognition and 
individual gains [33]. In this context, when making 
judgments about the psychological needs of individuals, 
cultural references are important criteria. Ozyesil [34] 
argued that undergraduate students in the US had higher 
awareness and autonomy, competence and relationship 
need, which are all sub-dimensions of psychological 
need, than Turkish University students. This situation 
is attributed to the importance of individuality in US 
culture.

Psychological needs
Regardless of culture, individuals have universal 

psychological needs. Glasser identifies five basic needs 
built into our genetic structure: Belonging, survival, 
power, fun, and freedom [35]. However, Ryan and Deci 
[36] state that psychological needs are competence, 
relationship and autonomy. Heckert, et al. [37] state that 
social interaction and desire to be accepted by others 
shape psychological needs. It is known that individuals 
provide individual well-being, and that quality of life 
increases if they satisfy their psychological needs, 
otherwise, psychological needs cannot be met, and it 
may cause various problems. One of these situations 
is problematic Internet use. Individuals may prefer to 
meet certain psychological needs that they cannot meet 
in daily life via the Internet. For example, they meet their 
relationship and autonomy needs using social media; 
online games to complete tasks and achieve competency 
[38]. Shen, Liu, and Wang [39] states that as long as 
individuals meet their psychological needs from daily 
life, they will use the Internet more positively, otherwise 
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students with 29.3%, and PhD degree students with 5%. 
48.6% of the students reported that their daily usage 
of Internet is more than 5 hours. The research protocol 
was approved by Human Subjects Committee of the 
TOGU. After signing a consent form, the participants 
completed the Internet-based surveying (Qualtrics).

Instrument

The Individualism-Collectivism (INDCOL) Scale
Singelis, et al. [43] developed the INDCOL scale 

and Wasti and Erdil [44] adapted it into Turkish. There 
are18 five point Likert items measuring horizontal and 
vertical individualism. Cronbach’s alpha values were 
found as 0.82 and 0.81 for the vertical and horizontal 
individualism, respectively.

The New Needs Assessment Questionnaire 
(NNAQ)

Heckert, et al. [37] developed a five-point 20 
item Likert-type scale, which includes four subscales 
“affiliation, autonomy, achievement, and dominance.” 
The Turkish NNAQ adapted by Kesici [45] was used in 
the present study. Cronbach’s alpha values ranged from 
0.70 to 0.79.

The Internet Addiction Scale (IAS)
Chen, et al. [46] developed a four point 26-item 

Likert scale, which includes five subscales: “withdrawal, 
compulsive use, tolerance, interpersonal and health 
problems, and time management”. The Turkish IAS 
adapted by Kesici and Sahin [47] was used in the 
present study. Cronbach’s alpha value of the total scale 
was 0.96.

Results

Validity and reliability
Cronbach’s alpha values were used to be test 

measurements reliability. The Cronbach’s alpha values 
ranged from 0.70 to 0.96, the alpha values exceeded the 
threshold value of 0.70 [48]. Thus, the results indicated 
that reliability of each scale was satisfactory. Further, 
correlation analysis results suggested that there was a 
positive correlation between vertical individualism and 
problematic Internet use. Further, the results, shown in 
Table 1, suggested that there was a negative correlation 
between achievement and problematic Internet use.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was conducted by 
using SPSS AMOS (ver.23) to evaluate factor structure of 
the structural model and measurement model. Based on 
the reference value(s) [49], it can be suggested model 
fit indices indicated a satisfactory model fit. The results 
shown in Table 2 provided evidence for the construct 
validity.

Structural model
A multi-group analysis was performed to test 

they try to meet their psychological needs using the 
Internet in a problematic way and, in such a case, they 
increase problematic Internet usage. Individuals who 
are inadequate at establishing and maintaining social 
relationships, that is, exhibiting high levels of shyness 
and social anxiety, may choose to meet these needs in a 
virtual environment [40]. Similarly, individuals who are 
seeking social support, or who are anxious and lonely, 
but who do not meet these needs in their immediate 
environment may develop problematic Internet use 
[41,42]. In this context, although the Internet is seen 
as a tool for the elimination of psychological needs, it 
is a situation that can lead to different psychological 
problems by turning into addiction.

In the light of a literature review, there appears to 
be a relationship between psychological needs and 
problematic Internet use. Moreover, problematic 
Internet use is a universal problem which transcends 
across cultures. At this point, it is important to examine 
the relationship between problematic Internet use and 
psychological needs based on cultural structure, and to 
shed a culture-oriented light on the problem by making 
cross-cultural comparison. In addition, the role of cultural 
structure in the relationship between psychological needs 
and problematic Internet use is a matter of curiosity. 
The aim of this study was to investigate the influence 
of psychological needs and cultural individualism on 
problematic Internet use. In addition, it is anticipated 
that the type of psychological needs specific to cultures 
will be revealed, and that it will stimulate ideas regarding 
the potential of problematic Internet use depending 
on the cultural structure. The research questions to be 
answered in this study are as follows:

RQ1. Is there a relationship between horizontal and 
vertical individualism and problematic Internet use?

RQ2. Is there a relationship between psychological 
needs and problematic Internet use?

RQ3. Is there a significant difference between the US 
and Turkey in the proposed relationship?

Methodology

Sample and procedure
Out of the 359 valid responses, there were 109 

participants (96 women, 13 men) from the United 
States (U.S.) and there were 250 participants (163 
women, 87 men) from Turkey. The respondents were 
aged between 21 and 26-years-old (Mean = 24.89, SD 
= 7.86). Majority of the respondents are students in 
Kean University (18.4%), Texas A&M University (12%), 
Tokat Gaziosmanpasa University (TOGU) (38.9%), 
and Hacettepe University (27.6) majoring in different 
departments such as applied psychology, clinical 
counselling, and school counselling. Concerning the 
educational level, 70.2% of the respondents were 
bachelor’s degree students, followed by master’s degree 
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weights (β), t-values, and p values. The results for the 
US indicated that achievement negatively predicts 
problematic Internet use (β = -0.234, t = -2.257, p < 
0.05). Results also indicated that vertical individualism 
positively predicts problematic Internet use (β = 
0.340, t = 3.316, p < 0.001). Similarly, the in results for 
Turkey showed that achievement negatively predicts 
problematic Internet use (β = -0.218, t = -4.858, p 

differences in the structural model between the US and 
Turkey. In the structural model, there are five observed 
variables with total scores measuring the PIU, which is 
predicted by the subscales of psychological needs and 
individualism-collectivism. In Figure 1, latent variables 
were represented in ellipse. The structural model was 
tested over a bootstrapping procedure of 5000 re-
samples by evaluating the standardized regression 

Table 1: Reliability and correlations.

Scale α 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. IAS 0.95 1.00
2. Vertical Ind. 0.82 0.221* 1.00
3. Horizontal Ind. 0.81 0.046 0.093 1.00
4. Achievement 0.75 -0.241* 0.111 0.158 1.00
5. Affiliation 0.77 0.066 -0.015 -0.298** 0.176 1.00
6. Autonomy 0.70 0.021 0.143 0.410** 0.282** -0.112 1.00
7. Dominance 0.79 0.160 0.394** 0.181 0.318** 0.199* 0.261** 1.00

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

Table 2: CFA results.

Fit Indices Measurements Structural Model Reference 
Value(s)

Individualism NNAQ IAS

χ2 (DF) 255.586 (86) 93.344 (30) 697.387 (254) 1162.029 (461)
p value < 0.001 < 0.001 < 0.001 < 0.001
χ2/df 2.97 3.11 2.75 2.52 < 3
GFI 0.95 0.97 0.92 0.90 ≥ 0.90
AGFI 0.93 0.95 0.90 0.88 ≥ 0.80
NFI 0.93 0.91 0.94 0.87 ≥ 0.90
TLI 0.93 0.90 0.95 0.90 ≥ 0.90
CFI 0.95 0.94 0.96 0.91 ≥ 0.90
IFI 0.95 0.94 0.96 0.92 ≥ 0.90
RMSEA 0.05 0.06 0.05 0.05 ≤ 0.08
SRMR 0.05 0.05 0.04 0.08 ≤ 0.08
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Figure 1: Structural model.
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meeting psychological needs with its different functions. 
However, it does not meet the psychological needs, 
but rather deepens the psychological needs. In fact, 
there was a negative relationship between problematic 
Internet use and individually well-being, which is an 
important indicator of meeting psychological needs 
[56,57]. Cheng and Li [5] found a negative correlation 
between problematic Internet use and individual well-
being and quality of life according to the results of a 
meta-analysis conducted in thirty-one countries. Cardak 
[58] states that the psychological well-being of Turkish 
university students with high levels of problematic 
Internet use is low and, therefore, psychological well-
being is negatively affected by problematic Internet use. 
In another study, Burger (2004) stated that the meaning 
of success may vary from culture to culture and that in 
individualist cultures, such as the US, success is generally 
considered as personal success. In collective cultures 
like Turkey, it implies that more co-operation and group 
success is defined as success. This study shows that, 
even if the meanings attributed to success in different 
cultures change, the relationship between the need for 
success and problematic Internet use is negative.

One of the findings of this research, the relationship 
between the US and vertical individualism is that 
problematic Internet use is stronger than in Turkey. 
Pew Research Center [59] reported that Internet usage 
has become an integral part of our lives with nine out 
of ten adults in the U.S. use the Internet. Whereas, with 
cases of individualism and collectivism, it is important to 
understand how societies’ attitudes towards social and 
psychological events relate to culture [60,61]. It is known 
that levels of Internet dependence may vary according 
to country of residence and culture [15,62]. It has been 
stated that countries with a culture of individualism have 
a higher rate of Internet use [63]. Problematic Internet 
use is predicted to be higher in individualist societies 
[64]. Stavropoulos, Alexandraki and Motti-Stefanidi [65] 
reports that there is a relationship between individualism 
and problematic Internet use and that the situation 
triggers hedonism. In fact, Joshanloo and Jarden [66] 
find that there is a positive relationship between 
individualistic societies and hedonism by collecting 
data from nineteen different countries. Individuals in 
individualist societies prioritize their own happiness and 

< 0.001). Whereas vertical individualism positively 
predicts problematic Internet use (β = .273, t = 6.93, p < 
0.001) (Figure 1).

Nested model comparisons suggested that the 
overall model was not significantly different between 
the countries (χ2 = 1,818, DF = 4, p > 0.05). Further, 
examination of the standardized estimates shown in 
Table 3 suggested that the relationship between vertical 
individualism and problematic Internet use was stronger 
in the US than in Turkey.

Discussion and Conclusion

Key findings
In this study, relationships between psychological 

needs, vertical and horizontal individualism and 
problematic Internet use is examined. A comparison of 
the US and Turkey is conducted to determine whether 
there are differences in the proposed relationships 
between two cultures. According to the findings, 
problematic Internet usage decreases as the need 
for success increases from psychological needs, and 
problematic Internet usage increases as the need for 
success decreases. Studies from different cultures in the 
literature [50-53] are consistent with the findings of this 
study. Khuon states that individuals with a high need for 
success motivate themselves from internal and external 
sources and set high standards of success. Ozyesil [34] 
states that individuals will endeavor to develop their 
existing potential to meet the need for success. In 
this sense, individuals in need of success focus their 
interest and motivation on success. Individuals with this 
awareness avoid trends and behavior that may become 
dependent on the Internet because individuals who need 
success generally believe that achieving high success 
will make them more valuable [36]. Therefore, in the 
case of being dependent on the Internet, individuals will 
not be able to provide sources of success for achieving 
and sustaining success and will not be able to perform 
adequately in social interaction. Research has shown 
that the risk of problematic Internet use increases the 
tendency of individuals to social phobia, depression and 
anxiety, and negatively affects their social skills, as well 
as their physical and psychological development [54,55]. 
The Internet can be seen by many people as a means of 

Table 3: Multi-group analysis results.

Path Std. β β S.E. C.R. p

Ach → PIU -0.234 (-0.218) -0.915 (-1.26) 0.405 (0.261) -2.25 (-4.85) 0.024* (0.001**)
Aff → PIU 0.126 (0.012) 0.501 (0.004) 0.412 (0.089) 1.21 (0.047) 0.225 (0.962)
Aut → PIU 0.086 (0.046) 0.445 (0.351) 0.572 (0.382) 0.778 (0.919) 0.437 (0.358)
Dom → PIU -0.075 (0.071) -0.905 (0.197) 1.09 (0.119) -0.827 (1.65) 0.408 (0.097)
HI → PIU 0.084 (-0.025) 0.056 (-0.010) 0.061 (0.016) 0.915 (-0.654) 0.360 (0.513)
VI → PIU 0.340 (0.273) 0.199 (0.107) 0.060 (0.015) 3.31 (6.93) 0.001** (0.001**)

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.001, Problematic Internet Use (PIU), Vertical Individualism (VI), Horizontal Individualism (HI), Achievement (Ach), 
Affiliation (Aff), Autonomy (Aut), Dominance (Dom), U.S. (Turkey).
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human participants were in accordance with the ethical 
standards of the institutional and/or national research 
committee and with the 1964 Helsinki declaration and 
its later amendments or comparable ethical standards.
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own competencies, meet their psychological needs, 
and achieve their individual goals quickly. It is thought 
that such individuals will tend to use the Internet more 
often. Based on this possibility, it can be expected that 
individualistic societies have much more problematic 
Internet use potential.

Implications for research and practice
The findings indicated that there was a relationship 

between problematic Internet use and certain 
psychological needs (i.e., achievement). Based on the 
findings, it can be argued that cultural background has 
a significant influence on problematic Internet use and 
the risk of problematic Internet use is higher in the 
individualist societies. In this context, societies that 
exhibit individualism traits should conduct information 
and awareness studies to prevent individuals from 
using the Internet in a problematic manner. This is 
because problematic Internet use is a problem that 
puts, not only the individuals, but also the psychological 
and physiological health of the whole society at risk. 
In this regard, all institutions, especially educational 
institutions, should show sensitivity to this issue and 
enlighten the public on the benefits of Internet use 
and the damage caused by problematic Internet use. In 
addition, alternative ways should be developed to meet 
psychological needs in a healthy way.

This study is conducted to compare the countries 
of Turkey and the USA in the intended field. Future 
researchers could examine the relationship between 
psychological needs and problematic Internet use by 
comparing countries with different cultural traits. They 
could also test the mediation of different psychological 
variables. Another limitation is the imbalanced samples; 
Turkish participants double the US. The gender ratio 
is also large, which is particularly biased in the US 
sample. Findings of this research should be tested using 
qualitative research techniques (interview, observation, 
and so on) on the variables of culture, problematic 
Internet use and psychological needs.
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