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Abstract 

 

 

Background and Introduction 

 

The term “addiction” has been inconsistently defined, and there has been ongoing debate 

in published literature about which problems should be included as addictive disorders in 

the DSM (e.g., caffeine use disorder, internet gaming disorder, and hypersexual disorder 

were considered for inclusion in the DSM-5 but were not included). The aims of the present 

study were: (a) to use a new online addiction questionnaire to assess the current prevalence 

of 23 possible addictions - 13 substance-related addictions (all in the DSM-5) and 10 

behavioral addictions (9 conditions commonly referred to addictions that are not in the 

DSM-5, plus gambling, which is in the DSM-5) , (b) advise participants about whether they 

should seek professional help for their addiction-related problem(s), (c) compare the 

current prevalence of substance and behavioral addictions, and (d) compare self-reported 

harmful outcomes of substance vs. behavioral addictions. 

 

Methods 

 

We analyzed data obtained from a diverse group of 561 individuals who had completed a 

new questionnaire online. We evaluated the predictive validity of the questionnaire 

following guidelines for a "concurrent study design," as described in the most recent 

version of the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing, published jointly by 

the American Psychological Association, the American Educational Research Association, 

and the National Council on Measurement in Education. For validity evidence, we looked 

for associations between test scores and answers to 10 different criterion questions. We 

used Cronbach’s alpha and the Guttman split-half test to estimate the internal consistency 

of the questionnaire. For demographic comparisons: With two groups, we used a t-test to 

compare means; with three or more groups, we used an analysis of variance (ANOVA). 

When comparing two means, we also reported Cohen’s d as an estimate of effect size. 
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When comparing three or more means, we reported eta squared (η²); eta squared was only 

reported when the p value was significant. We used a Pearson r to measure associations 

between test scores and various life outcomes (as determined by answers to our criterion 

questions). We evaluated possible behavioral and substance addictions separately using 

these and other measures. 

 

Results 

 

Correlations between answers to our 10 criterion questions and scores on behavioral 

addictions were all significant at the .001 level. In other words, test scores were predictive 

of a wide variety of life outcomes (no causal relationships are implied here).  Test 

reliability, as measured by internal consistency, was strong (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.87; 

Guttman split-half = 0.84). As people got older, the prevalence of addictions (as indicated 

by test scores) decreased (r = -0.28, p < .001). Our two most important findings, we believe, 

were as follows: (1) The prevalence of possible behavioral addictions (0.085) proved to be 

significantly greater than the prevalence of possible substance addictions (0.030) (t(560) = 

12.54, p < .001, d = 0.53). (2) Associations between harmful life outcomes and possible 

behavioral addictions (r = -0.37) proved to be substantially and significantly greater than 

associations between harmful life outcomes and possible substance addictions (r = -0.14, z 

= 4.10, p < .001). 

 

Conclusions and Discussion 

 

Our data suggest (1) that behavioral addictions might now be far more common than 

substance addictions, perhaps because of advances in technology in recent decades 

(creating possible addictions such as internet gaming addiction) and, of greater importance, 

(2) that behavioral addictions might now be producing more harmful life outcomes than 

substance addictions do. If these findings hold up to future study, the health and mental 

health professions might need to reassess the way they currently classify and prioritize a 

wide variety of possible addictions. The main limitation of our study is its relatively small 

sample, which we are currently in the process of expanding. If our findings hold up with a 

much larger sample, the concerns we have raised about the current classifications of 

addictions will need to be examined more closely. Ultimately, they might have implications 

for both classifications and treatment priorities. 

 

Diversity, Health Equity, and Inclusivity 

 

The study examines data obtained from a culturally and demographically diverse sample 

of 561 people from 44 countries (68% from the US). We are continuing to expand the 

sample to include a diverse group of English speakers worldwide, which will allow us to 

conduct detailed demographic analyses of our data. At present, we do not have enough data 

to look at cultural or country differences. We also plan to post translations of the new 

questionnaire into multiple languages. We are currently working on a translation into 

Spanish, taking cultural differences into account where that can be done credibly. 
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