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Internet addiction is a fast-rising problem in Saudi Arabia, 
particularly affecting adolescents and young adults. Among 
this age group, prevalence estimates for internet addiction in 
2014–2015 were between 4% and 6%,[1] while the estimates 
in 2019 are in the range of 30–60%.[2] These studies generally 
indicate a steady rise in prevalence although some variation 
may be due to the differences between studies in sample 
composition and characteristics as well as the terminology 
and tools that were used to define and assess the addiction 
problem.

A number of reasons are potentially behind this rising 
prevalence of internet addiction. The internet coverage 
in Saudi Arabia has gone up ten-fold in the last decade, 
so more than 90% of its population now have an internet 
connection. Most adolescents have access to electronic 
devices (e.g., smartphones, tablets, and computers), and 
an overwhelming majority of them use it in excess of the 
recommended level (age: 14–19, use: > 2 h/day, boys: 84%, and 
girls: 91%).[3] Some social media applications (e.g., WhatsApp, 
Snapchat, and Twitter) are particularly popular. The inclement 
weather of Saudi Arabia (e.g., extreme heat during summer 
months) likely increases their use of digital media by forcing 
them to stay inside during the daytime.

Among studies with high school and university student 
samples, the data indicate that Saudi females are equally, if 
not more, addicted to the internet than Saudi males. A study of 
female university students from Dammam reported that around 
two-thirds of the sample had either problematic internet use 
(38%) or internet addiction (30%).[4] Another study from the 
Al-Hassa region showed that females were more likely to have 
internet addiction than males (50% vs. 38%).[5] The fact that 
the prevalence is so high among females is understandable 
in the context of socio-cultural norms in the society; females 
spend more time indoors because there are fewer outdoor 
and extracurricular activities for them compared to males. In 
addition, the motivation for internet use for females is different 
than for males; while males tend to use it more for gaming, 
females use it for interpersonal reasons.[6]

Internet addiction leaves an extensive negative effect on the 
lives of adolescents. The physical health consequences include, 
but are not limited to, obesity, decreased physical fitness, and 
vision and musculoskeletal problems.[7] The psychosocial 
consequences of internet addiction include increased loneliness, 
stress, and depression, as well as lowered self-esteem. Internet 
addicts are more likely to report sleep problems, poor academic 
performance, and strain in relationships with friends and 
family.[4,8] Quality of life (physical and mental health assessed 
with SF-36) is lower in addicts than non-addicts.[4,9] Internet 
addiction during adolescence affects nearly every aspect of life.

Studies from around the world, particularly those from 
Southeast Asia, indicate that family plays a crucial role in the 
development of internet addiction. Addiction is more likely 
among families with single or divorced parents, interparental 
conflict, and parent-child conflict. Similarly, less quality time 
among family members is associated with internet addiction 
among children.[10,11] Very few studies on the relationship 
between family factors and internet addiction have been 
conducted in Saudi Arabia. Those studies reported that lower 
levels of parental control and parents with low socio-economic 
status/income were more likely to have children with an 
internet addiction.[1,4] One study showed that parents were 
keen to monitor their children but lacked effective strategies 
and resources to do so.[12] Even these few studies lacked 
methodological rigor and generalizability because they had 
non-random sampling and were conducted locally. However, 
Saudi Arabia is an ideal environment to study family-related 
factors (both risk and protective) for internet addiction in depth. 
The Saudis have a hierarchical society where elders wield a 
great deal of influence on youngsters. They tend to have a 
large family (6 + children) and maintain close relationships 
with both first- and second-degree relatives. Many of them 
keep multiple wives in separate houses and see them and 
their respective children on a rotational basis. Saudi society 
is religiously conservative and greatly emphasizes modesty, 
abstinence, and restraint. However, these values are being 
fundamentally challenged in this information age, with the 
youth feeling the biggest impact.
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The evidence available for the treatment of internet addiction 
is forthcoming, but most studies have been conducted in 
either Western countries or in Southeast Asia. None of 
them were from Saudi Arabia. Both pharmaceutical and 
psychological interventions have been tested on internet 
addicts. Pharmacological treatments have been focused on 
selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors and dopamine regulators 
(e.g., escitalopram, methylphenidate, and bupropion) because 
of their effectiveness in other psychological conditions 
such as obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), attention 
deficit disorder, and substance use disorder. Psychological 
interventions have included cognitive-behavioral therapy, 
family-based interventions, and counseling. There is some 
evidence that pharmacological and psychological interventions 
can reduce the severity of the addiction.[13] Currently, it is 
recommended that these treatments be used in conjunction 
with one another. However, other reviews have identified 
a plethora of methodological issues in the studies related 
to internet addiction treatments, such as a lack of a control 
group, inconsistencies in terminology and definitions, and 
small sample sizes. More rigorous studies are needed before 
conclusions on the effectiveness of the treatments can be 
made.[14]

The current scientific literature on internet addiction from Saudi 
Arabia has had several limitations. Most prevalence studies 
have been done locally or regionally and had a non-random 
sampling strategy, which limits the accuracy of the estimates 
and the generalizability of the findings. Epidemiological 
studies have not sufficiently investigated gender differences, 
family-related factors, or other potential risk factors associated 
with internet addiction. Furthermore, trials are needed to 
identify effective treatment methods.

Recommendations
• To conduct nationally-representative studies to investigate 

the prevalence of and risk factors for internet addiction in 
adolescents

• To understand the family factors associated with internet 
addiction

• To provide resources and information to parents to 
improve the family environment

• To provide community resources for families that have 
family members who are addicted to the internet.

Conclusion

These recommendations are directly in line with the Vision 
2030 published by Saudi leaders. The Vision places high 

value on family unity and extended family relations. It also 
encourages parental involvement in children’s education and 
in planning for their future.
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