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SOCIAL ANXIETY AND SELF-REPORTED TIME  
SPENT ONLINE IN A SAMPLE OF ALBANIAN UNIVERSITY STUDENTS 
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Abstract: Online activity serves different purposes, one of them being communication and social interaction. Studies have 

demonstrated that individuals tend to display online behavioral patterns that are similar to their social groups; also there is 

some evidence that individuals who have interaction difficulties in real life (e.g., social anxiety) might engage more in online 

behavior. The purpose of the present study was to investigate the relationship between self-reported time spent online, 

descriptive social norms, and social anxiety symptoms in a sample of 356 Albanian University students. Participants were 

recruited online. Results showed a significant predictive model for self-reported time spent online, F (7,342)=48.99, p<.001, 

R2=.50. Age, gender, and the four social anxiety components were not significant predictors; only descriptive norms had a 

significant effect, β=.70, p<.001. Results are in line with the social normative approach to internet use and have several 

implications which are discussed in the paper. 
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Introduction  

The widespread use of the internet has affected the dynamics of social relationships and 

communication patterns especially among youth. The excessive time spent online particularly during 

this developmental stage, represents a growing concern, both in terms of its impact on quality of life 

(interference with everyday functioning) and the greater risk for addiction. Hence it is important to 

investigate patterns of internet use, particularly in regard to the specific functions it fulfills during this 

developmental stage.  

In the recent years, internet use in Albania has become quite widespread among different age groups. 

This phenomenon has been accompanied by growing concerns regarding negative consequences such 

as, gaming addiction, online sexual harassment, view of inappropriate content (for children) etc. 

(World Vision, 2014). Nonetheless, research on internet use patterns is still in its infancy as data 

comes mainly from organizations such as UNICEF and World Vision and focuses particularly on 

children and adolescents. So far, no research has been conducted among young adults, and also there 

has been no examination of theoretical constructs related to the specific behavior (in addition to 

frequency and prevalence data).  

The present study aimed to assess the relationship between self-reported time spent online, social 

anxiety symptoms and descriptive norms among Albanian University students. Hence the study would 

determine whether a social normative approach or a stress-response/self-medication model, would 

better explain self-reported time spent online. 

Literature Review 

Internet use patterns are related to very diverse functions, including communication and social 

relationships, entertainment, stress management etc. According to a social normative approach of 

internet use, internet use patterns of youth are highly similar to their social groups, friends and peers 

(Chang, 2004; Zhou & Fang, 2015). Thus, internet use patterns among youth might be explicable 

through processes such as social learning/modelling and group belonging, as well as factors such as 

descriptive or injunctive norms for internet use (how widespread and acceptable the behavior is) (see 

Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011; Steinberg & Monahan, 2007). 

Yet another line of research focuses on an alternative function of internet use, e.g., as a stress 

management or anxiety relieving tool (e.g., Koc & Gulyagci, 2013; Liberatore et al. 2011; Morrison & 

Gore, 2012). There is some evidence that individuals who have difficulties in forming relationships in 

real life might turn to the online medium as a safer environment to experiment, approach others, and 

build new social connections (Joinson, 2001; Weinstein et al. 2015). In this context, several studies 

have reported relationships between social anxiety symptoms and internet addictive behavior (Yen et 

al., 2007; Wei et al. 2012).  
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Social anxiety is a psychological disorder characterized by constant anxiety/fear as well as avoidance 

of social interaction or performance situations; most important, the presence of anxiety and avoidance 

behaviors interfere with normal functioning of the person (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). 

Data from the United States have reported that most college students experience at least some of social 

anxiety symptoms, although they do not fulfill the necessary criteria for diagnosis of the disorder 

(Baum et al., 2001; Bryan, 2005). Indeed, young adulthood poses significant developmental challenges 

on the individual in terms of achievement, acceptance, belonging, intimacy etc. (Erikson, 1978). 

Moreover, several studies with college students have reported relationships between social anxiety 

symptoms and problematic internet use suggesting that the online medium might serve as a safe place 

to experiment, form new social relationships, and relieve stress (Alavi et al., 2010; Liu & Kuo, 2007; 

Montag et al., 2011). 

To summarize, internet use patterns among youth might be explicable both in terms of social 

normative approaches (descriptive and injunctive social norms) and self-medication models (e.g., to 

manage social anxiety symptoms).  

Methodology 

Participants  

Participants were 356 Albanian university students, 115 men and 241 women, Meanage =24.7 years, 

SD=7.8 years. In terms of field of study, participants were classified as follows: 112 students from the 

Faculty of Law, 133 students from the Faculty of Economics & Information Technology and 111 

students from the Faculty of Social Sciences. 

Procedure 

The study was conducted online as emails were sent to 500 email addresses of students randomly 

chosen from the institutional database. The content of the email explained the purpose of the study, 

ensured the anonymity and confidentiality of the respondents and provided the contact address of the 

researcher for further questions/clarifications. Students were asked to access the questionnaire through 

the link contained in the email (Google Docs Platform). 

Instruments 

The instrument was a self-report questionnaire with 3 main sections. The first section gathered 

information on demographics (gender, age, education profile). The second section included five 

questions referring to the time spent online (number of hours per day) of the participant, their best 

friend, the peer group, partner, and sibling. The response options were as follows: ‘1-2 hours’, ‘3-4 

hours’, ‘5-6 hours’ and ‘more than 6 hours’. The four items referring to reports of best friend, peer 

group, partner and sibling were grouped into the variable ‘Descriptive norm for online behavior.' The 

internal consistency for these items, Chronbach’s alpha held an acceptable value of α=.73, allowing 

the use of these items as a subscale. 

The third section of the questionnaire was the Liebowitz Social Anxiety Scale (Liebowitz, 1987), an 

instrument consisting of 24 items, 11 referring to Social interaction situations and 13 to Performance 

situations. This scale asks participants to answer the questions twice, once for anxiety levels in the 

specific situations and once for avoidance behavior in the same situations. Response options were 

from 0 (None) to 3 (Severe) for Anxiety, and from 0 (Never) to 3 (Usually) for Avoidance. The total 

score of the scale has a maximum of 144 points, and the categories are as follows: Up to a score of 30, 

social anxiety is unlikely; Up to a score of 60, it is probable; Up to 90 it is very probable, while higher 

than 90, highly probable. The internal consistency for Liebowitz scale as a whole was Chronbach’s α 

= .94. The four subscales also had acceptable internal consistency as follows, Anxiety in social 

interaction α=.86, Anxiety in performance situations, α=.84, Avoidance of social interactions α=.84, 

Avoidance of performance situations α=.79. 

The first and second sections of the instrument were constructed in Albanian, while the Liebowitz 

scale was translated from English. To ensure that the translation process was correct, the scale was 

translated by two independent translators and Albanian versions were compared by the researcher. In 

the few cases of word mismatch, the researcher (proficient in English), chose the ‘most appropriate’ 

item. This pre-final version was piloted with 5 students, to ensure the comprehensibility of the items. 

No major corrections were done after this stage. 
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Results 

Descriptive analyses revealed that students reported a mean time spent online of 2 hours/day (M=2.00, 

SD =.89), whereas the mean time reported for others, i.e., descriptive norm, was M=2.40 hours/day, 

SD=.75. As regards social anxiety, 21.3% of the sample (76 participants) reported total scores up to 

30, i.e., social anxiety was unlikely for almost 1/5 of the total sample. Additionally, 43.5% of the 

sample (155 participants) reported total scores up to 60, falling thus into the category of probable 

social anxiety. Finally, 30.1% (107 participants) reported scores up to 90, falling into the category of 

very probable social anxiety and only 5.1% (18 participants) reported the highest scores in the scale 

(i.e., social anxiety was highly probable in this fraction of the sample). Descriptive statistics for total 

scores as well as the specific dimensions are shown in Table 1. 

Correlation analyses between the variables of interest revealed significant relationships only between 

time reported online and descriptive norms for online behavior, r=.70, p<.01. The four dimensions of 

social anxiety as well as the total score had no significant correlations to time spent online. An 

interesting finding involved correlations between descriptive norms and three of the dimensions of 

social anxiety, respectively with Fear of social interaction, r=-.12, p<.05, Avoidance of social 

interaction, r=-.16, p<.01, and Avoidance of performance, r=-.11, p<.05. Table 2 shows correlations 

between the variables of interest.  

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics for Social Anxiety and the specific dimensions 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Total Score Social Anxiety 356 .00 133.00 50.6938 23.53778 

Fear of Social Interaction (Fear SI) 356 .00 33.00 11.3427 6.86329 

Fear of Performance (Fear PER) 356 .00 34.00 14.7809 7.50866 

Avoidance of social interaction (Avoid SI) 356 .00 31.00 10.8343 6.02699 

Avoidance of Performance (Avoid PER) 356 .00 36.00 13.7360 6.53295 

Valid N (listwise) 356     
 

Source: Author 

Table 2: Correlations between the variables of the study 

 Time online Fear SI Fear PER Avoid SI Avoid PER Social norms 

Time online Pearson Correlation 1 -.034 .042 -.079 -.005 .698** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .522 .435 .138 .922 .000 

N 352 352 352 352 352 352 

Fear SI Pearson Correlation -.034 1 .817** .697** .615** -.121* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .522  .000 .000 .000 .022 

N 352 356 356 356 356 356 

Fear PER Pearson Correlation .042 .817** 1 .543** .691** -.031 

Sig. (2-tailed) .435 .000  .000 .000 .561 

N 352 356 356 356 356 356 

Avoid SI Pearson Correlation -.079 .697** .543** 1 .731** -.162** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .138 .000 .000  .000 .002 

N 352 356 356 356 356 356 

Avoid PER Pearson Correlation -.005 .615** .691** .731** 1 -.110* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .922 .000 .000 .000  .038 

N 352 356 356 356 356 356 

Social norms Pearson Correlation .698** -.121* -.031 -.162** -.110* 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .022 .561 .002 .038  

N 352 356 356 356 356 356 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed); **. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-

tailed). 
 

Source: Author 
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Subsequently, a regression analysis was conducted with time spent online as the dependent variable, 

and gender, age, descriptive norms and the four dimensions of social anxiety as independent variables. 

Results showed a significant predictive model for self-reported time spent online, F (7, 342) =48.99, 

p<.001, R2=.50. However, age, gender, and the four social anxiety components were not significant 

predictors; only the variable descriptive norms contributed significantly to the model, β=.70, p<.001. 

Discussion and Conclusions 

The present study aimed to assess the relationships between self-reported time spent online, social 

anxiety and descriptive social norms. Results demonstrated no significant relationships between social 

anxiety (as a total and also specific subscales) and self-reported time spent online. The only significant 

influence on time spent online, was that of descriptive social norms.  

These results are in line with a social influence approach to explaining online behavior; indeed, 

participants reported that the online behaviors of their partners, peers, friends, siblings were highly 

similar to theirs. These results are in line with studies on adolescent internet use (e.g., Chang, 2004; 

Zhou & Fang, 2015) suggesting that similar to that developmental stage, social influence in young 

adulthood might still be highly relevant in understanding online behavior.  

Conversely, these findings might also highlight once more the positive function of the online medium 

as facilitator of social interaction and relationship maintenance (Young, 2015; Zhou & Fang, 2015). 

Indeed, a very interesting finding was the negative relationship between descriptive social norms and 

three of the dimensions of social anxiety. More specifically participants who reported a greater 

involvement in online behavior of their social groups also reported lower levels of fear or avoidance of 

social interaction as well as less performance avoidance. This finding is in line with research 

suggesting the positive social supportive effects of online communication; for instance, Wangberg et 

al. (2007) have reported relationships between internet use and social support (social provision) and 

also subjective health. Nonetheless, the present study did not investigate the purpose/function of being 

online, (i.e., communication, work, information seeking etc.), an aspect which is very important to 

consider in future research (see Pontes, Szabo, & Griffiths, 2015). 

Another important aspect refers to excessive or problematic internet use, which certainly cannot be 

assessed through time spent online only (Lehenbaue-Baum & Fohringer, 2015). Indeed, several studies 

have found relationships between internet addiction and social anxiety, suggesting that the relationship 

might become evident at more severe levels of problematic behavior (Alavi et al. 2010; Montag et al., 

2011). Further research is needed to examine whether this is actually the case among Albanian youth, 

using measures of internet addiction apart from social anxiety measures. 

Nonetheless, the present study also provides some other findings worth mentioning, especially in 

terms of social anxiety. For instance, descriptive analyses indicated that only 1/5 of the sample fell 

into the category of ‘unlikely social anxiety,' while the rest ranged from ‘probable’ to ‘highly probable 

social anxiety.' Although the sample is too small and limited to conclude on prevalence rates, this data 

suggests the need for further research on social anxiety especially among Albanian youth. The socio-

economic and political transition of Albania in the last 27 years, as well as poverty, crime, corruption, 

job insecurity, the dissolution of the traditional family, the instability of values and social norms, are 

only some of the macro-level factors, which might suggest the relevance of investigating further 

disorders such as social anxiety. In support of this claim, Hofmann, Asnaani, and Hinton (2011) have 

suggested that the cultural context is very important in understanding a disorder such as social anxiety 

and have also reported significant differences in rates of the disorder across countries. Hence future 

research with more extensive and representative samples might be needed to examine this aspect also 

in Albania. 

To conclude, the present study suggests that perceived social norms are relevant in understanding 

internet use behavior (time spent online) among Albanian students. Social anxiety with its’ two 

components Fear and Avoidance, was not related to self-reported time spent online; also, other factors 

such as age and gender were irrelevant. Despite the several limitations, the findings of the present 

study have important implications in terms of future research within this field in Albania. 
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