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Background and Purpose: The extreme use of digital tools is one of the most influential factors in
academic achievement. Meanwhile, using the Internet is the most common occupation among
students. The present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of systematic desensitization and
self-regulation on the students' dependence on the Internet.

Method: The present study was a quasi-experimental design with a pretest-posttest design and a
control group. Forty-five students with the highest scores in the Kimberly Young (1995) Internet
Addiction Questionnaire were selected by convenient sampling from Rasht city over the academic
year 2018-2019, and randomly assigned to two experimental groups and a control group. After 12
sessions of systematic desensitization and self-regulation interventions, the Internet Addiction
Questionnaire was administered again. Statistical data were analyzed using univariate analysis of
covariance and SPSS-21 statistical software.

Results: The results showed that regular desensitization and self-regulation training was effective on
students' dependence to the Internet (P <0.01). Also, self-regulation had a greater effect on students'
Internet dependence than the systematic desensitization (P< 0/001).

Conclusion: Systematic desensitization with behavioral changes, and self-regulation with cognitive
changes, reduce the Internet dependence; therefore, these two educational approaches can be used to
reduce students' Internet dependence.
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Introduction
Internet addiction is defined as the overuse of the
Internet, which is associated with significant
functional impairment, anxiety, depression, and
other symptoms of psychiatric pathology (8) and
even suicide (9). Adolescents and students are the
main users of the Internet. One of the interventions
that can affect Internet addiction is systematic
desensitization. Regular desensitization is a type of
psychological therapy based on behavioral approach
and is based on the premise that most abnormal
behaviors are acquired, thus we can forget
everything we have learned and instead learn more
adaptive reactions (14).

The effectiveness of systematic desensitization on
Internet addiction has not been directly studied, but
Misemi Bonab in a study (16) concluded that
desensitization significantly reduces tempting
beliefs in addict peoples. Among the factors
affecting Internet dependence, self-regulatory
psychological structures (18), have a significant
effect. Self-regulation means the capacity of the
individual to adjust behavior in accordance with the
conditions and changes of the external and internal
environment (20). May et al. (18) showed that self-
control and self-regulation are strongly related to the
problems of Internet use in high school adolescents.
In a study, Odaki and Click (24) showed that the
higher the self-regulation of people, the lower their
Internet dependence. Many interventional studies
have been conducted on Internet addiction, however
no direct studies have used behavioral interventions
such as systematic desensitization and cognitive
interventions such as self-regulation to reduce
Internet addiction. Regarding the increasing number
of this type of dependence in students, which can
lead to academic failure and reluctance to care their
essentials, the present study aimed to determine the
effectiveness of systematic desensitization and self-
regulation on the students' dependence on the
Internet.
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Method

This is a quasi-experimental study with a pretest-
posttest design and a control group. Among the fifth
and sixth grade students of elementary school
studying in one of the schools of Rasht city in the
academic year 2017-2018, 45 ones were selected by
convenient sampling method with the highest scores
of Internet dependence, and randomly assigned to
two experimental groups and a control group.
Inclusion criteria include satisfaction of students and
parents to participate in research, obtaining the
required cut-off score in the Internet Addiction
Questionnaire, no history of serious psychological
and psychiatric illnesses, and no use of psychiatric
medicines. Exclusion criteria of the research
includes no continuous participation in intervention
sessions (absence of more than two sessions), or
cancel the continuation of the treatment process and
participating in the research.

The measurement tool in the study was the Kimberly
Young Internet Dependence Questionnaire, which was
developed in 1988 (28). Systematic desensitization was
based on behavioral approach and taken from the
training package of Kazemian et al. (30), and was
performed 12 sessions of 45 minutes as group, by the
researcher, twice a week. The content of the sessions
included 3 sessions of creating Internet hierarchy, 4
sessions of relaxation training and 5 sessions of
reciprocal conditioning. Self-regulatory intervention
based on cognitive approach and taken from the
educational package of Ghareh Aghaji et al. (31),
was set and performed in 12 sessions of 45 minutes
as a group for students in the experimental group in
12 sessions and 4 steps. The control group did not
receive any intervention. Both experimental groups
received the relevant interventions simultaneously
by two researchers specializing in the relevant fields
and in one of the psychology clinics of Rasht city. All
three groups answered the Internet Addiction
Questionnaire (Iranian version) in the pre-test and post-
test stages. Ethical considerations including obtaining
written consent from the subjects and keeping
personal information confidential and leaving the
study if the subjects did not wish to continue the
research, were observed. Statistical data were
analyzed using univariate analysis of covariance and
SPSS-21 statistical software.
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Results

The descriptive indices of the experimental and
control groups in the pre-test and post-test stages are
presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Descriptive indices of three groups in the research variable

] pre-test post-test
variable group mean standard deviation mean standard deviation Shapiro - Wilkes
systematic desensitization 56/53 4/12 40/73 3/63 0/95
Lilis a5 Self-regulation 4571 3/13 36/6 5/55 0/98
dependence
control 46/24 4/41 47/6 6/10 0/96

Analysis of covariance was used to investigate the
effect of systematic desensitization and self-
regulation on Internet dependence. Therefore, the
assumptions of this test which includes the study of
normality, regression homogeneity  between
variables, linear relationship between variables, and

homogeneity of variance of variables were examined
before performing the analysis report. Table 2
represents the results of univariate analysis of
covariance to examine the differences between
experimental and control groups in the Internet
dependency variable.

Table 2. Results of univariate analysis of covariance to examine the differences between experimental and control groups in Internet

dependence
Source Sum of Squares Degrees of freedom Mean of Squares Statistics F p Impact factor
group 1461/8 2 730/9 26/33 0/26 0/56
Error 1137/95 41 27176

According to Table 2, the F-statistic is Internet
dependence in the post-test (26.33) which is significant
at the level of 0.26. This shows that there is a
significant difference between three groups in the
degree of Internet dependence. Impact factor of 0.56
also shows that this difference is large in the
community. According to this finding, it can be said

that systematic desensitization and self-regulation has
reduced students' dependence on the Internet. The
results of Bonferroni post hoc test were presented in
Table 3 to investigate which of the experimental groups
had this effect.

Table 3. Pairwise differences of experimental groups in the dependent variable

variable Group

difference between means  Standard deviation error

Significance level

systematic desensitization —
self-regulation
systematic desensitization — control
self-regulation-
control

Internet dependence

4/13 1/42 0/001
-6/87 0/93 0/001
-11 1/08 0/001

The results of Bonferroni test in Table 3 show that
in the variable of Internet dependence, the difference
between two experimental groups with the control
group and with each other is significant (P <0.001).

This means that both methods (systematic
desensitization and self-regulation) have been
effective in reducing students' dependence on the
Internet. Also, self-regulatory education has been

99



Quarterly Journal of
Child Mental Health

significantly more effective in reducing students'
dependence on the Internet than the systematic
desensitization education.

Conclusion

The findings of the present study showed that
systematic desensitization and self-regulation are
effective on students' dependence on the Internet,
which is similar with the results of the research by
Pour Razavi et al. (25), Misemi Bonab (16), Mei and
et all (18). In explaining this finding, it should be
noted that self-regulation enables peoples to monitor
their behavior and judge their behavior according to
some criteria and standards, and then plan and
organize their behavior through the rewards,
punishments and environmental changes (25).
Systematic desensitization can create a kind of
mental preoccupation for the Internet addiction and
lead to avoidant behaviors, reluctant, and Lack of
motivation. During training sessions using problem
solving techniques, people who are addicted to the
Internet use problem-oriented strategies and logic-
based methods instead of emotion-oriented
strategies such as using the Internet in solving
everyday problems. So far, no study has been done
on these two comparisons in the treatment of Internet
addiction. However, it seems that the reason for the
greater effectiveness of self-regulatory education
than systematic desensitization was the effectiveness
on students' cognition, which had a deeper effect on
the change in behavior created in systematic
desensitization education.

The present study was associated with limitations
such as lack of control over the socio-economic
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status of subjects, lack of random sampling, and the use
of self-report tools in assessing Internet dependence.
Therefore, it is suggested that they be considered in
future similar studies. According to the research
findings, it is suggested to held courses on systematic
desensitization and self-regulation training for
students who are addicted to the Internet, and even
prepare and explain the necessary exercises in the
form of brochures and allow them to continue
practicing outside of training sessions. According to
the results of this study, it is suggested that two
methods of systematic desensitization and self-
regulation be used simultaneously to reduce students'
dependence on the Internet.
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