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Abstract

Objective. Present study attempted to assess problematic internet use among university students as affected 
by parent-adolescent relationships and escape motive; such that, escape motive mediates the relationship 
between parent-adolescent relationship and problematic internet use.

Method. Data were collected through purposive sampling technique from students (N = 585, M = 21.62 
years) in public and private universities of Islamabad and Rawalpindi, Pakistan.
 
Results. It was conceptualized that secure parent-adolescent relationship negatively associates with escape 
motive and problematic internet use, whereas escape motive positively associates with problematic internet 
use. Gender was added to the model as a covariate. Mediation analysis demonstrated that escape motive 
significantly mediated association between secure parent-adolescent relationship and problematic internet use 
irrespective of an individual’s gender (p < .001). Secure parent-adolescent relationship was negatively 
associated with low escape motive and problematic internet use.

Implications. Study presented empirical evidence for parents’ role in shaping children’s behaviours. 
Secure parent-adolescent relationship help reduce development of escape motive which is associated to 
problematic internet use among university students. It could help develop an intervention for addressing 
escape motive and hence reducing the problematic internet use.
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 Two studies found that parent-adolescent 
attachment acted as a protective factor for problematic 
internet usage such that, problematic internet use was low 
in the presence of secure parent-adolescent attachment 
(Asyriati, 2020; Lan & Wang, 2020). Many researchers 
also depicted the linkage of problematic internet usage to 
poor early parental bonding, harsh parental rules, parental 
overprotection, and lack of communication with parents 
(Faltynkova et al., 2020; Kalaitzaki & Birtchnell, 2014). 
Parents lacked love and responsiveness in the case of 
punitive and over-intrusive rearing practices that 
consequently led to distancing from parents and diversion 
towards problematic internet use (Xiuqin et al., 2010). 
Deatherage et al. (2014) demonstrated that the life stressors 
in the family context play an important role in the 
development of escape motive of internet use. They found 
that problematic internet use was positively associated with 
an effort to cope with familial stress in case of poor 
parent-adolescent relationship. The relationship between 
parent and adolescent has also increased significance 
especially in the context of collectivistic culture (Agishtein 
& Brumbaugh, 2013). For instance, Pakistani researchers 
reported the nature of the parent-adolescent relationship as 
a significant predictor of problematic internet use among 
university students (Irfan & Zulkefly, 2021; Khalid et al., 
2018; Zafar & Suneel, 2018; Zonash, 2017). 

 Escape Motives
 Many studies have focused on the role of motives 
enhancing problematic internet use (Deatherage et al., 
2014). Islam et al. (2018) highlighted information seeking, 
social interaction, and entertainment as basic motives 
behind problematic internet use. Among these motives, 
escape motive is found to be a significant predictor for 
problematic internet use (Soh et al., 2014). 
Kardefelt-Winther (2014) extrapolated that an individual 
engages in repetitive internet use in the presence of 
unfulfilled needs of real-life. The problems thus start to 
seem less distressing because of the emotional reward 
gained during media use activity. As a result, habitual 
internet use becomes a way to escape from all problems that 
eventually lead to challenging consequences 
(Kardefelt-Winther, 2014). Literature also indicates the use 
of the internet to seek escape from negative 
parent-adolescent relationship and interactions (Chng et al., 
2015). Thus, escape motive is associated with both parental 
attachment and problematic internet use. 

Introduction
 Today, the technological world is witnessing the 
escalated internet use (Tankovsha, 2021) and no one could 
bear the thought of life without it. Problematic internet use 
refers to the inability to control internet usage, which 
results in marked distress and functional impairment (Zhu 
& Mok, 2020). Young (1999) is an authority figure for her 
classical work on internet addiction and she enlisted at least 
five of eight diagnostic criteria to be referred to as 
problematic internet users. This includes a) a need to devote 
more and more time to online activities, b) internet 
preoccupation, c) inability to effectively manage time, d) 
withdrawal symptoms, e) recurrent ineffective efforts for 
decreasing online period, f) environmental distress (i.e., 
from family, school, work, and friends), g) deception about 
time spent online, and h) mood modification through 
internet use (Zhu & Mok, 2020). Kim et al. (2010) 
postulated internet usage over long durations, isolation 
from social gatherings, and shifting one’s whole attention 
towards a variety of online activities as problematic internet 
use. These criteria could help to distinguish between 
problematic and normal internet users. 

 Researchers reported a rapidly increasing rate of 
problematic internet among university students worldwide 
(Ahmad et al., 2020), which results in various physical and 
psychological problems. In particular, the academic 
success of students is challenged with excessive internet 
use because of associated low academic motivation, poor 
achievement, absent-mindedness in class, and inability to 
meet deadlines for assignments as outcomes of problematic 
internet use among students (Winskel et al., 2019). Ansar et 
al. (2020) found that almost half of 231 students reported 
excessively using internet and their academic performance 
was poor. Moreover, above 9% students have severe 
internet addiction. Researchers reported excessive use of 
social networking sites among Pakistani students that 
adversely impact their academic performance, physical 
health, psychological wellbeing, and interpersonal 
relationships (Ahmad et al., 2020; Akhter, 2013; Javaeed et 
al., 2020; Khan et al., 2019). 

 Parenting
 Literature demonstrated that parents play a major 
role in the psychosocial development and wellbeing of 
adolescents and young adults (Faltynkova et al., 2020). 
High wellbeing among adolescents can be ensured by 
improving parent-adolescent relationship, whose core 
components are attachment and warmth (Hart et al., 2019; 
Stanik et al., 2013). 



      Hypotheses

Method
 Participants
 The sample of the study (n = 585) was purposively 
selected from the public and private universities of 
Islamabad and Rawalpindi. It comprised of both male (n = 
294) and female (n = 291) students with age range from 18 
to 25 years (M = 21.62, SD = 2.14). The majority of the 
students were enrolled in undergraduate programs and 
belonged to natural sciences. A major proportion of 
university students used the internet on their laptops and 
smartphones. The inclusion criteria of the participants were 
regular internet users in the past six months and having both 
parents alive. Table 1 presents the demographic 
characteristics of the sample.

 

It is also evident from the aforementioned literature that 
escape motive could be a significant predictor of 
problematic internet use. However, there exists a gap in 
Pakistani literature on the role of escape motive for the 
problematic use of the internet or its association with 
parent-adolescent relationship.

 Literature revealed a varied trend among men and 
women about prevalence of internet usage. Studies from 
Pakistan found that men more actively used internet and 
spent time online than women (Ahmad et al., 2020; Akhter, 
2013) and are thus more inclined towards the problematic 
internet usage (Billieux & Van der Linden, 2012). 
However, a study by Haroon et al. (2018) demonstrated 
prevalence of problematic internet use more among 
women. Another study found no gender-related differences 
for problematic internet use (Khan et al., 2017). So, the 
present study aimed to assess the effect of gender as a 
controlled variable (i.e., covariate) for the association 
between variables. 

Table 1
Demographic Characteristics of the Participants (N=585)
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Variables Groups N %

Gender     Male    294    50.3%
     Female    291    49.7%

Levels of education   BS    341    58.3%
     M.Sc.    148    25.3%
     M.Phil.    96    16.4%

Field of study    Natural Sciences   231    39.5%
     Social Sciences   126    21.5%
     Management Sciences  53    9.1%
     Computer Sciences  64    10.9%
     Literature   22    3.8%
     Arts    89    15.2%

Internet use    Smartphone   585    100%
     Laptop    336    57.4%
     Computer   95    16.2%
     Tablet    72    12.3%

Secure parent-adolescent relationship will be 
negatively associated with escape motive and 
problematic internet use. 

Escape motive will be positively associated with 
problematic internet use. 

The escape motive will mediate the association 
between parent-adolescent relationships and 
problematic internet use.

Problematic internet use will be higher among men 
than women.

1.

3.

2.

4.



 Measures
 Inventory of Parental and Peer 
Attachment-Revised. Armsden and Greenberg (1987) 
developed this self-report measure to assess adolescent’s 
positive and negative perceptions of affective and cognitive 
dimensions of relationships with parents and intimate 
friends; particularly how well these figures served as a 
source of psychological security. Only parental attachment 
subscale was used in the current study combining the 
Mother and Father Attachment Forms to obtain a Parent 
Form; such as the word “mother” or “father” was replaced 
by “parents” in all the items. It comprised of 25 items with 
a 5-point Likert scale that ranged from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The total scale score ranged 
from 25-125 and the high score indicated a high degree of 
psychological security in parent-adolescent relationships. 
The reliability coefficient for the parents’ form was .93, 
which reflected a high internal consistency.

 Internet Motive Scale. Huang (2004) developed 
this self-report measure that was later adapted and modified 
by Hooi (2011). The present study administered the 
adapted version of the scale and used only the subscale of 
escape motive to assess escape motive among university 
students. The measure consisted of 6 items and evaluated 
the internet motive in terms of six factors; entertainment, 
escape/pass time, social interaction, surveillance/ 
information, product information, and eroticism. Its 
five-point rating scale ranged from strongly disagree (1) to 
strongly agree (5). The score ranged from 6-30 and a high 
score indicated a high escape motive. The internal 
consistency of the scale was acceptable (α = .70, p < .05).

 Correlation coefficients in Table 2 shows that secure parent-adolescent relationship has a significant negative 
association with escape motive and problematic internet use, whereas escape motive has a significant positive association 
with problematic internet use. Though the magnitude of these correlation coefficients is low, these findings support 
hypotheses about the direction of association among study variables.

 Problematic Internet Use Questionnaire. 
Thatcher and Goolam (2005) developed this self-report 
questionnaire to assess problematic internet use. It consisted 
of 20 items based on three factors i.e., online preoccupation, 
adverse effects, and social interactions. Items were scored on 
a five-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). The score range was 20-100. The high score 
represented the prevalence of problematic internet use. The 
scale reported a high value of internal consistency (α = .90).

 Procedure
 Prior permission was pursued from authorities of 
the universities for evading possible issues in the data 
collection process. Students were approached in their 
classrooms, libraries, and common rooms. After receiving 
informed consent for their voluntary participation, 
participants were ensured of the anonymity and 
confidentiality of data. They were provided with 
questionnaire booklets and asked to respond as honestly as 
they could. The study measures were administered with 
different sequences to avoid response bias. The online 
questionnaire administration was also utilized through 
Google forms.

Results
 The primary objective of the study was to examine 
the mediation effect of escape motive on the association 
between parent-adolescent relationships and problematic 
internet use. Gender was entered in the analysis as a 
covariate. The findings showed that all measures had high 
internal consistency and were psychometrically reliable for 
further analyses. The values of skewness indicated the 
normal distribution of the data
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Table 2
Psychometric Properties and Correlation Coefficients of Study Variables (N=585)

Variables   k α M(SD)  Skew  Range  2 3

1. Parent-adolescent relationship
2. Escape motive
3. Problematic internet use

25
6
20

.94

.83

.91

89.48(19.52)
19.48(5.15)
53.64(14.14)

-.89
-.36
.18

32-125
9-30
20-97

25-125
6-30
20-100

-.31**
-

-.40**
.59**
-

Actual Potential

**p<.01
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Figure 1. The mediating role of escape motive for the association of parent-adolescent relationships and problematic internet use 
with gender as a covariate

 Another objective of the study was to examine the mediating effect of escape motive on the association between 
parent-adolescent relationship and problematic internet use such that gender acts as the covariate. Table 3 shows 
parent-adolescent relationship is significant predictor of problematic internet use without the effect of the mediator i.e., total 
effect (B = -.29, p < .001). Escape motive is also a significant positive predictor of problematic internet use. Whereas escape 
motive is significantly and negatively predicted by parent-adolescent relationship. Results also suggest that problematic 
internet use is significantly predicted by direct effect of parent-adolescent relationship (independent variable) through 
escape motive (i.e., mediator) (B = -.17, p < .001). The decrease in the value of coefficient from the total effect to the direct 
effect demonstrates that escape motive significantly mediates the association between parent-adolescent relationship and 
problematic internet use, irrespective of the individual’s gender. It can be thus inferred that level of problematic internet use 
declines when individuals are more attached to their parents; such that, a high escape motive weakens this association. 
Figure 1 depicts the magnitude of total, direct, and indirect effects of the predictors.

Table 3
Mediation Effect of Escape Motive for Parent-Adolescent Relationship and Problematic Internet Use (N=585)

Variables Predictors  B      p 95% CI

Problematic internet use
Problematic internet use
Escape motive
Problematic internet use

Parent-adolescent relationship
Escape motive
Parent-adolescent relationship
Parent-adolescent relationship 
through escape motive

-.29***
1.45***
-.08***
-.17***

.00

.00

.00

.00

-.35
1.27
-.10
-.22

-.24
1.63
-.06
-.12

LL UL

**p < .01, ***p < .001

Escape Motive

Gender

Parent-Adolescent
Relationship

Problematic
Internet Use

Total effect = -.29

Direct effect = -.17

-.08 1.45

-3.17



Table 4
Gender Differences for Study Variables (N=585)

 Table 4 demonstrates the presence of significant gender difference in the problematic internet use favouring men 
over women for higher use. Cohen’s d value also indicated the large effect size. This finding supported the hypothesis 
about gender differences.
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Discussion
 Statistics demonstrate high prevalence of 
problematic internet use among university students in 
Pakistan (Irfan & Zulkefly, 2021; Khalid et al., 2018; Zafar 
& Suneel, 2018). The aim of the present study was thus to 
address this issue of core significance. It assesses the 
association between parent-adolescent relationship, escape 
motive and problematic internet use among university 
students. The literature review also suggested the 
association between variables (Chng et al., 2015; 
Faltynkova et al., 2020; Kardefelt-Winther, 2014; Xinquin 
et al., 2010). The first hypothesis of study stated 
parent-adolescent relationships will be negatively 
correlated with escape motive and problematic internet use. 
The findings statistically confirmed the assumption, and the 
university students who perceived more attached to their 
parents reported having the low motivation to escape and 
engage in excessive internet use than their counterparts 
who perceived less attached to parents. Thus, it can be 
inferred from the findings that perceived positive or 
negative attachment with parents still play a significant role 
in shaping behavioral choices among university students. 

 The low magnitude of correlation coefficients and 
the beta value pointed towards weak predictive effects of 
parenting on emerging adults and young adults during 
university years. Nonetheless, distancing from parents with 
growing age and ready acceptance of peer influence is a 
central notion as per theories of human development. The 
association between escape motive and problematic 
internet use was also examined separately.  The second 
hypothesis stated that escape motive will be positively 
associated with problematic internet use, the finding 
provided empirical support to the hypothesis. 

 As per the third hypothesis, escape motive was 
entered in the model to test its mediating effect on the 
association between parent-adolescent relationships and 
problematic internet use. The findings supported a 
statistically significant mediation effect of escape motive 
(see Table 3). It implies that escape motive resulting from 
challenging associations with parents is particularly 
important in explaining adolescents’ problematic internet 
use irrespective of gender. Research evidence also indicated 
that escape motive due to the low parental attachment led to 
immersion in internet-related activities with a subsequent 
high likelihood of problematic and addictive internet use 
(Xiuqin et al., 2010). The literature also shows that when 
parent-adolescent relationships fulfilled a child’s intimacy 
needs, he/she was less motivated to use the internet for 
escape, and, hence, the child was less likely to seek escapism 
for fulfilling their intimacy needs (Soh et al., 2014). Thus, 
the regulation of the problematic online behavior can be 
enhanced through stronger parent-adolescent relationships 
as it can control the escape motivations inside an individual 
from real-life problems/circumstances and enter a virtual 
world. Literature provide evidence that men suffer more 
problematic internet use than women which results in 
conceptualization of hypothesis 4 of the study. The findings 
of study support the significant gender differences in 
problematic internet use, favoring men for more time spent 
online. This aligned with previous studies as male 
adolescents spend more time on the internet than females 
(Akhter, 2013) and had a higher tendency of problematic 
internet use.

**p < .01

Variables
Men           Women

M SD M SD

(n = 294) (n = 291)

t p Cohen’s d

Parent-adolescent relationship
Escape motive
Problematic Internet use

89.08
19.33
55.33

19.73
5.50
14.49

89.89
19.62
51.93

19.32
4.78
13.59

-.51
-.67
2.93

.61

.50

.00

.04

.06

.24
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