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Background: Different treatment approaches only target internet addiction symptoms and do not
address its cause. The internal family systems model is a non-pathological and experiential approach
to treating disorders that deals with the cause instead of the symptoms. Still, there is a research gap
in designing and validating a treatment program based on this approach and investigating its efficacy
on Internet Addiction.

Aims: This study aimed to design and validate a therapy program based on the internal family
systems model and investigate its efficacy on Internet addiction.

Methods: The current research was conducted in two stages in a mixed method (qualitative and
quantitative) way. In the first stage, a therapy program for internet addiction based on the internal
family systems model was prepared in draft form, modified based on seven expert opinions, and
validated by CVI and CVR indices. The method of the second phase of the research was a semi-
experimental type with a pre-test, post-test, and follow-up design with a control group. The statistical
population includes all people with symptoms of Internet addiction (addiction to social networks) in
WhatsApp, Telegram, and Instagram in the virtual space of Iran in the year 2021. The research sample
consisted of 35 participants selected through the convenient sampling method and randomly assigned
to the experimental group (17 people) and the control group (18 people). Young's Internet Addiction
Test (IAT) (1989) was used to evaluate Internet addiction symptoms. Data were analyzed using a
differential t-test and repeated measure analysis by SPSS 22.

Results: CVI and CVR indices were equal to 1, indicating the designed program's validity. The
differential t-test results showed that the reduction of Internet addiction scores in the experimental
group was significantly higher than in the control group (P<0001). Also, the repeated measure
analysis results showed no difference between post-test and follow-up Internet addiction scores
(P>05).

Conclusion: Based on the findings, it can be concluded that the therapy program designed based on
the internal family systems approach is valid and reduces Internet addiction symptoms. The program
can be used to treat internet addiction.
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Introduction

Internet addiction is widespread because of
depending on the Internet for every aspect of our
lives. There are some treatments for internet addiction
in psychotherapy, and the most used approach is
CBT. Cognitive behavioral therapy is considered the
primary treatment for Internet addiction; however,
developing specific treatment programs for Internet
addiction is insufficient (Mihajlov & Vejmelka,
2017). Available studies and their evaluations are
incomplete, and there is a need to design new
programs based on new models (Banz et al., 2016).
Also, available programs are focused on reducing the
symptoms of internet addiction directly instead of the
treatment of the cause of it. Therefore, developing
and evaluating new programs for treating Internet
addiction is essential. Internal family systems (IFS)
therapy considers addiction as a method to change a
person's mood and avoid disturbing inner emotions
and feelings. IFS therapy is an intuitive, non-
pathological treatment of mental disorders based on
the mind's multiplicity and the system model in which
the mind comprises different sub-personalities, also
called parts (Schwartz & Sweezy, 2019). At the same
time, according to the IFS model, all people have the
Self at their core, which can witness the thoughts and
emotions that come and go while wholly detached
from them. The inherent qualities of the Self include
compassion, clarity, curiosity, confidence, courage,
calm, connection, and creativity can transform and
heal wounds and negative thoughts from within. IFS
doesn't pathologize internet addiction; instead, it
focuses on the deeper feeling behind it that causes
internet addiction symptoms. This study aimed to
design and validate a therapy program based on the
internal family systems model and investigate its
efficacy on Internet addiction.

Method

The current research is a mixed-method study
(qualitative and quantitative). In the first phase, by
reviewing the literature and research and with the
opinion of 7 experts in clinical, behavioral addiction,
and IFS therapy fields, a therapy program based on

20

Vol. 22, No. 121, April 2023

the model of IFS was designed and validated. Then,
in the second phase, the semi-experimental method
with pre-test, post-test, and follow-up with the control
group was used, and the validated therapy program
was implemented for the experiment group. The
therapy program was implemented in the experiment
group in 10 2-hour sessions in 1.5 months, and the
control group didn't receive any intervention until the
post-test. After two months of ending the
intervention, the experiment group's follow-up
evaluation was done. The research population
included all people with symptoms of Internet
addiction (addiction to social networks) available on
WhatsApp, Telegram, and Instagram in the virtual
space of Iran in the year 2021. The study sample was
50 (25 people in the experimental group and 25 in the
control group). Finally, 17 participants in the
experimental group and 18 in the control group were
present until the end of the study, and the rest dropped
out.

The criteria for inclusion were age above 18 years, at
least a high school diploma, the absence of mental
and developmental disorders according to DSM
(using SCID-5 semi-structured clinical interview),
living in a nuclear family, a score above 46 in Young's
Internet Addiction Test Absence of co-existing
psychiatric disorders (using SCID-5 semi-structured
clinical interview), not taking psychiatric drugs. The
criteria for exclusion were: not attending a maximum
of 3 therapy sessions, participating in psychological
training programs or taking other treatments at the
same time, the presence of co-existing psychiatric
disorders such as substance abuse, simultaneous
unfortunate events that severely affect external
conditions for the participant (such as the death of
close relatives, separation of parents, etc.), Starting to
take psychiatric drugs during the course, the inability
to continue the sessions because of not being able to
tolerate the possible pressure when working with the
inner world. The tools used in this study were the
Internet Addiction Test (Young, 1989) and a Semi-
Structured Clinical Interview (SCID-5) (First, 2014).
CVR and CVI indexes Were used to evaluate the
validation of the program. The results were analyzed
using differential T-Test and repeated measure
analysis.
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Results

In the first phase of the study, the design and
validation of the study were discussed. The evaluators
included: seven experts; one expert had a Ph.D. in
clinical psychology and was also a university faculty
member; two experts were Ph.D. in addiction studies
and were also university faculty members; one expert
had a Ph.D. in cognitive sciences and was a specialist
in behavioral addictions and was also a university
faculty member. Three experts had speciality in
internal family systems therapy. One (Ph.D. in social
work) was a lead trainer in internal family systems
therapy. Another (Ph.D. in family therapy) was a
licensed internal family systems supervisor. The third
one (Ph.D. in psychology) was a licensed internal
family systems therapist. The CVI and CVR indices
for the therapy program were equal to 1. Considering
that the acceptable index value for CVI is 0.79 and
the CVR index for seven specialists is 0.99, the results
show that the validity of the current therapy program
is higher than the desired index.

The age range of participants in the study's second
phase (implementation of the validated therapy
program) was from 18 to 58 years, with an average of
29 (27.29 for the experimental group and 30.61 for
the control group). 21 participants were female (10 in
the experimental group and 11 in the control group),
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and 14 were male (7 in the experimental group and 7
in the control group). 6 participants have a diploma (3
in the experimental group and 3 in the control group).
11 participants have a bachelor's degree (5 in the
experimental group and 6 in the control group). 16
participants have a master's degree (8 in the
experimental group and 8 in the control group). 2
participants were PhDs (1 in the experimental group
and 1 in the control group).

At first, Covariance analysis was considered to
investigate the efficacy of the therapy program based
on the IFS in reducing Internet addiction symptoms.
The pre-assumptions of covariance analysis,
including the normality (P>0.05) and homogeneity of
variances (P>0.05), were demonstrated, but the
assumption of homogeneity of regression slope was
not demonstrated (P<0.0001).

For this reason, the differential T-test was used to
analyze the difference between the pre-test and post-
test Internet addiction scores between the experiment
and control groups (Table 1).

Results in Table 1 show that the reduction of Internet
addiction scores in the experimental group is
significantly higher than the reduction of Internet
addiction scores in the control group (P<0.0001),
which means that the therapy program based on the
internal family systems approach reduces the
symptoms of Internet addiction.

Table 1. The results of the differential T-test of the average reduction of Internet addiction scores in the experiment group compared to the
control group

Variable t Df

Sig Mean difference

To-Ta -5.31 33

0.000 -14.84

Conclusion

Based on the findings of the present research, it can
be concluded the designed therapy program based on
the internal family systems model is valid and can
reduce the symptoms of Internet addiction. This
reduction of symptoms is not the primary goal but
rather the result of working on underlying emotions
such as shame and the worthlessness of the exiled
parts. This program can be used to treat Internet
addiction for adults and can also be modified and used
for other behavioral and substance addictions.

The limitations of the present study included the
sample's non-random selection, which can't prevent
nuisance variables from affecting the dependent

variable and makes it difficult to generalize the
results. Another limitation is that using a self-report
tool in the present study causes the participants' biases
to be involved in the results. Also, the current therapy
program was designed, validated, and implemented
online due to the implementation in corona
conditions, which can have possible obstacles to the
total efficacy of the program.

The authors suggest that sampling be done randomly
to eliminate the effect of nuisance variables and
generalize the results. It is also recommended to use
more objective tools, such as cognitive tools, to
evaluate the changes related to Internet addiction
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symptoms to remove the possible effect of
participants' bias. Finally, if possible, it is suggested
that this program be implemented on-site for the same
or different populations.
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