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Abstract

Internet Addiction Disorder (IAD) has emerged as a significant concern, particularly for students with intellectual disabilities 
(ID), who exhibit increased vulnerability to the detrimental effects of excessive Internet use. This opinion paper highlights 
the specific susceptibilities of students with ID to IAD, examining the cognitive, behavioral, social, and emotional implications 
of the disorder. For students with ID, excessive Internet use may impair cognitive function, disrupt social interactions, and 
exacerbate behavioral challenges, further impeding their development. To address this issue, a comprehensive approach 
incorporating education, structured interventions, and family involvement is imperative. By promoting responsible Internet 
use and implementing tailored support systems, educators and caregivers can mitigate the adverse effects of IAD and foster an 
environment that is conducive to healthy digital engagement. This paper underscores the critical need for targeted awareness 
and interventions to safeguard the well-being and development of students with intellectual disabilities in the digital era.
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Introduction

In the contemporary digital era, the internet has become an 
integral part of daily life, providing an extensive repository of 
entertainment and information that can be accessed at any 
time [1]. This ease of access has transformed interactions 
and opportunities for learning, connecting individuals across 
geographical boundaries. However, while the benefits of the 

internet are undeniable, concerns regarding excessive usage 
have emerged, particularly surrounding Internet Addiction 
Disorder (IAD), which has significant implications across 
health, education, and developmental sectors [2]. IAD is 
characterized by compulsive online behavior that disrupts 
daily functioning and can manifest in various forms, including 
compulsive gaming and excessive social media engagement. 
The risks associated with IAD are particularly pronounced 
for students with intellectual disabilities (IDs), who often 
experience difficulties with self-regulation, information 
processing, and maintaining attention.

Students with IDs may be especially vulnerable to the adverse 
effects of excessive internet use. The online environment can 
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provide a refuge from real-world challenges, allowing these 
individuals to engage socially in ways that might be more 
challenging in person. However, this can lead to maladaptive 
online behaviors, including social isolation and exposure 
to harmful content [3]. The risk is further exacerbated 
by underlying psychological issues, such as anxiety and 
depression, which can create a cycle of dependence on digital 
platforms as coping mechanisms. Consequently, addressing 
IAD within this demographic is essential. It necessitates 
targeted interventions that promote healthy internet 
habits while fostering social skills and self-regulation. By 
collaborating with educators, caregivers, and mental health 
professionals to create supportive environments, society 
can mitigate the risks of IAD and enhance the well-being of 
individuals with intellectual disabilities [4].

Differentiate between Dependence, Addiction, and 
Abuse of the Internet 
Internet addiction, dependence, and abuse are closely 
related concepts, but they have distinct characteristics and 
implications:
•	 Internet addiction is characterized by excessive or 

poorly controlled preoccupation, urges, and behaviors 
regarding Internet use, leading to emotional and social 
problems in various life domains [5]. It involves a 
continuous sequence of rewards that can trap the brain 
in a ceaseless chain of compulsion, similar to substance 
addiction [6]. Internet addiction can cause severe 
changes in lifestyle, affecting both physical and mental 
health [6].

•	 Internet dependence is often considered a more 
severe form of addiction. In the context of Internet 
use, dependence is associated with higher levels of 
psychiatric comorbidities, particularly attention-
deficit hyperactivity disorder and mood disorders [7]. 
Dependence is characterized by more severe symptoms 
and behavioral changes compared to abuse, such as 
higher scores in abusive, sexual, and decreased social 
interest behaviors [7].

•	 Internet abuse, on the other hand, represents a less 
severe form of problematic Internet use. While it still 
involves excessive use and some negative consequences, 
it may not reach the level of dependence. For example, 
there were significant differences in certain behavioral 
aspects between non-addict and abuse groups, but these 
differences were not as pronounced between abuse and 
dependence groups [7].

Understanding Internet Addiction Disorder and 
Intellectual Disabilities
Internet Addiction Disorder (IAD) is a growing concern 
that has attracted significant attention from researchers 

and health professionals worldwide. It is characterized by 
excessive compulsion to engage in online activities, resulting 
in withdrawal symptoms, impaired social interactions, and 
compromised cognitive function [2,8,9]. The disorder affects 
individuals across different age groups, with a particular 
focus on young adults and college students [10,11]. Notably, 
there are conflicting perspectives on the classification and 
existence of IAD as an independent mental disorder. Some 
researchers posit that it may be a manifestation of other 
underlying mental health conditions rather than a standalone 
disorder [12]. However, studies have demonstrated that 
IAD can lead to various pathological problems, including 
depression, anxiety, hostility, interpersonal sensitivity, 
and psychoticism [2,8,13]. In conclusion, IAD is a complex 
issue that necessitates further research and understanding. 
Prevention strategies and treatment approaches should 
focus on addressing associated symptoms and disorders, 
such as obsessions, OCD, social phobia, and depression [12]. 
Efforts to increase awareness, promote safe Internet use, and 
develop self-regulation strategies are crucial in addressing 
this growing problem [9,14]. Additionally, educational 
institutions and families play a vital role in implementing 
preventive measures and providing support for those 
affected by IAD [11,15].

Individuals with intellectual disabilities, who exhibit 
limitations in intellectual functioning and adaptive 
behaviors, are at an elevated risk due to their increased 
difficulty in processing information, interpreting social 
cues, and managing time effectively. For students with 
intellectual disabilities, the Internet can function as a dual-
purpose tool: a beneficial resource when utilized judiciously 
[16,17], but a potential impediment to development and 
social integration when consumed excessively. A primary 
concern is that students with intellectual disabilities may 
experience challenges with impulse control, a factor that can 
render them particularly susceptible to developing Internet 
addiction. They may seek refuge or escape in online activities, 
such as social media, video games, or general browsing; 
however, the immersive nature of these digital environments 
can lead to unhealthy dependency [18]. This dependence on 
digital engagement can interfere with learning processes, 
interpersonal skill development, and the ability to engage in 
real-world activities. For a population already confronting 
challenges in social interactions, communication, and 
emotional regulation, the isolating nature of excessive 
internet use can be particularly detrimental.

The Cognitive and Behavioral Impact of IAD on 
Students with Intellectual Disabilities
Internet Addiction Disorder (IAD) can have significant 
cognitive and behavioral impacts on students, including those 
with intellectual disabilities. Studies have demonstrated that 
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IAD is associated with impairments in attention, working 
memory, and executive functions [19]. Specifically, individuals 
with IAD exhibited deficits in working memory as measured 
by the Backward Digit Span Test and Letter Number 
Sequencing Test, which could adversely affect educational 
functioning [19]. Notably, while some studies found no 
significant differences in attention and executive functions 
between IAD and control groups [20], others reported lower 
activation in conflict detection and less efficient information 
processing in individuals affected by IAD [21]. This indicates 
that the cognitive impacts of IAD may vary across different 
domains and populations. For students with intellectual 
disabilities, who already experience challenges in learning 
and abstract thinking [22], IAD could potentially exacerbate 
existing cognitive difficulties. The combination of intellectual 
disability and IAD might result in more severe behavioral 
problems, as both conditions are associated with impulse 
control issues [21,22]. However, it is important to note that 
research specifically examining the intersection of IAD and 
intellectual disabilities is limited, and further studies are 
necessary to fully comprehend the unique challenges faced 
by this population.

Social and Emotional Consequences 
Another critical area affected by Internet Addiction Disorder 
(IAD) among students with intellectual disabilities (ID) 
is their social and emotional well-being. The internet 
frequently presents a distorted reality, particularly through 
social media platforms that promote unrealistic standards 
and peer comparisons [23]. Students with ID may experience 
difficulties comprehending the nuances of these online 
interactions, potentially leading to feelings of inadequacy 
or isolation. Moreover, online environments expose these 
students to cyber bullying and online predators, placing 
them at elevated risk due to their challenges in discerning 
safe from unsafe online behaviors.

Research indicates that IAD is associated with various 
psychological and social problems among students [24]. 
For instance, studies have revealed correlations between 
IAD and mental health issues, including depression, anxiety, 
and stress, particularly among medical students [24]. 
Additionally, IAD has been linked to emotional disorders and 
a deterioration of social relationships [25]. For adolescents, 
excessive internet use can negatively impact mental health 
and coping strategies, which, in turn, affects their academic, 
personal, and social lives [26].

Notably, some research highlights a bidirectional relationship 
between IAD and emotional well-being. For example, medical 
students experiencing high levels of stress may be more 
susceptible to developing IAD [27]. Conversely, students with 
IAD frequently report emotional reliance on the internet and 

withdrawal symptoms-such as irritability and anxiety-when 
offline [25]. In gist, IAD significantly undermines the social 
and emotional well-being of students, affecting their mental 
health, social relationships, and overall quality of life. For 
students with intellectual disabilities, the repercussions of 
IAD are particularly profound, as it exacerbates their existing 
challenges with self-regulation and behavioral management 
[28-30]. Early identification and management of IAD are 
crucial to preventing unfavorable mental health outcomes 
and enhancing the overall well-being of these students 
[31]. The impact of IAD not only complicates the learning 
environment but also impedes the development of inclusive 
and supportive classrooms where students with diverse 
needs can thrive.

Educational and Interventional Approaches
Addressing Academic and Intellectual Disabilities (AID) 
in students with Intellectual Disabilities (ID) necessitates 
a comprehensive approach involving education, family, 
teachers, and structured interventions. Research indicates 
that current curricula for students with ID in Saudi Arabia 
are inadequate, with family members and teachers 
expressing low satisfaction regarding the improvement in 
academic and life skills [16]. This underscores the necessity 
for personalized plans and enhanced curriculum content to 
meet the diverse learning needs of these individuals. Notably, 
innovative approaches such as Augmented Reality (AR) 
have demonstrated potential in improving engagement and 
academic performance for students with ID. A study identified 
a functional relationship between students’ correct responses 
and AR inquiry-based intervention in learning physics 
concepts [32]. This suggests that incorporating immersive 
technologies can provide motivating contexts for learning 
in special education settings. In conclusion, addressing 
AID in students with ID requires a multifaceted approach. 
This includes implementing research-based interventions 
in inclusive classrooms [33], fostering collaboration 
among stakeholders [34], and providing teacher training 
to enhance competence in recognizing and addressing 
learning difficulties [35,36]. Additionally, the integration of 
serious games in education has shown potential in creating 
safe, personalized learning environments and serving 
as motivational tools for educators [37]. The COVID-19 
pandemic has further emphasized the need for support 
from parents and educational authorities to improve the 
effectiveness of remote teaching for students with ID [38].

Conclusion

While the Internet offers significant educational and 
recreational benefits, the risks of Internet Addiction Disorder 
in students with intellectual disabilities are substantial 
and pervasive. As students with intellectual disabilities 
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increasingly engage in digital environments, the likelihood of 
developing maladaptive dependencies increases, potentially 
resulting in severe consequences for cognitive, social, and 
emotional development [39-41]. Through appropriate 
awareness, structured interventions, and supportive 
guidance from educators, families, and mental health 
professionals, it is feasible to assist students in navigating 
the digital world effectively. Addressing Internet Addiction 
Disorder within this vulnerable population is not merely a 
preventive measure; it represents a commitment to fostering 
inclusive education, ensuring that students with intellectual 
disabilities have the opportunity to thrive in both digital and 
real-world contexts.
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